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O X F O R D L I B R A R Y O F P S Y C H O L O G Y

The Oxford Library of Psychology, a landmark series of handbooks, is published by Oxford University Press, one of the world’s oldest and most highly respected publishers, with a tradition of publishing significant books in psychology. The ambitious goal of the Oxford Library of Psychology is nothing less than to span a vibrant, wide-ranging field and, in so doing, to fill a clear market need. 

Encompassing a comprehensive set of handbooks, organized hierarchically, the Library incorporates volumes at different levels, each designed to meet a distinct need. At one level are a set of handbooks designed broadly to survey the major subfields of psychology; at another are numerous handbooks that cover important current focal research and scholarly areas of psychology in depth and detail. Planned as a reflection of the dynamism of psychology, the Library will grow and expand as psychology itself develops, thereby highlighting significant new research that will impact on the field. Adding to its accessibility and ease of use, the Library will be published in print and, later on, electronically. 

The Library surveys psychology’s principal subfields with a set of handbooks that capture the current status and future prospects of those major subdisciplines. 

This initial set includes handbooks of social and personality psychology, clinical psychology, counseling psychology, school psychology, educational psychology, industrial and organizational psychology, cognitive psychology, cognitive neuroscience, methods and measurements, history, neuropsychology, personality assessment, developmental psychology, and more. Each handbook undertakes to review one of psychology’s major subdisciplines with breadth, comprehensiveness, and exemplary scholarship. In addition to these broadly conceived volumes, the Library also includes a large number of handbooks designed to explore in depth more specialized areas of scholarship and research, such as stress, health and coping, anxiety and related disorders, cognitive development, or child and adolescent assessment. In contrast to the broad coverage of the subfield handbooks, each of these latter volumes focuses on an especially productive, more highly focused line of scholarship and research. Whether at the broadest or most specific level, however, all of the Library handbooks offer synthetic coverage that reviews and evaluates the relevant past and present research and anticipates research in the future. Each handbook in the Library includes introductory and concluding chapters written by its editor to provide a roadmap to the handbook’s table of contents and to offer informed anticipations of significant future developments in that field. 

An undertaking of this scope calls for handbook editors and chapter authors who are established scholars in the areas about which they write. Many of the O X F O R D L I B R A R Y O F P S Y C H O L O G Y

VII

nation’s and world’s most productive and best-respected psychologists have agreed to edit Library handbooks or write authoritative chapters in their areas of expertise. 

For whom has the Oxford Library of Psychology been written? Because of its breadth, depth, and accessibility, the Library serves a diverse audience, including graduate students in psychology and their faculty mentors, scholars, researchers, and practitioners in psychology and related fields. Each will find in the Library the information he or she seeks on the subfield or focal area of psychology in which the individual works or is interested. 

Befitting its commitment to accessibility, each handbook includes a comprehensive index, as well as extensive references to help guide research. And because the Library was designed from its inception as an online as well as a print resource, its structure and contents will be readily and rationally searchable online. Further, once the Library is released online, the handbooks will be regularly and thoroughly updated. 

In summary, the Oxford Library of Psychology will grow organically to provide a thoroughly informed perspective on the field of psychology, one that reflects both psychology’s dynamism and its increasing interdisciplinarity. Once published electronically, the Library is also destined to become a uniquely valuable interactive tool, with extended search and browsing capabilities. As you begin to consult this handbook, we sincerely hope you will share our enthusiasm for the more than 500-year tradition of Oxford University Press for excellence, innovation, and quality, as exemplified by the Oxford Library of Psychology. 

Peter E. Nathan

Editor-in-Chief

Oxford Library of Psychology
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FOREWORD: THE ABUNDANT ORGANIZATION

Dave Ulrich

In 1988 Bobby McFerrin produced and sang the #1 hit ‘‘Don’t worry, be happy.’’

His message was to relax in times of trouble, to not worry, but be happy. In the ensuing 20 years, this simple message of being happy has become a complex collection of theories around the quest to help people find enduring joy. The quest for personal peace is ever more important in an increasingly hectic world where technological, global, economic, demographic, and social change has increased emotional demands on people (Cascio, Chapter 2, this volume). 

People need to find places and ways to find a respite from the inevitable pressures of modern life. 

Traditionally, people find happiness in families, friendship groups, social networks, neighborhoods, and community based organizations. While these settings continue to be a place for emotional reprieve, work organizations are increasingly becoming a primary setting where people may (or may not) meet their personal needs because we spend an increasing amount of time at work, because with technology the boundaries of work and non-work have blurred (Grantham, 

Ware, & Williamson, 2007), because organizations have become a primary social setting for many people, and because work shapes so much of our personal identity. Too many organizations have failed to help people find happiness in work settings because leaders have not appreciated that employee well-being relates to organization success and have not fully understood the ways that they can shape organization settings for individual well-being. 

This outstanding handbook synthesizes the ways that people can find meaning and purpose in work settings. The mindset shift from deficit based thinking (what is wrong?) to abundance thinking (what is right?) underlies this work (Linley, Harrington, & Garcea, Chapter 1, this volume). Abundance emphasizes building on the positive, expanding opportunities, and focusing on the future. This collection of thoughtful chapters answers three questions (see Figure F.1), each discussed below. 

What is Abundance? 

The search for happiness is not new. Traditional management and organization scholars like Douglas McGregor and Peter Drucker have emphasized positive 2

3
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Figure F.1 Overview of abundance. 
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assumptions that shape how leaders think and behave. More recently, the quest for abundance can be discovered through insights from diverse disciplines, each offering unique perspectives into how people find enduring happiness. These diverse views are well represented in this handbook (see Figure F.2):

Positive

psychology

Commitment

Work-Family

Community

Abundant

Appreciative

based

Organization

inquiry

organizations

High

performing

Demographics

teams

Social

responsibility

Figure F.2 Overview of disciplines focusing on abundance. 

Positive psychology. In psychology, the traditional metaphor has been to focus on what’s wrong, not what is right. A Rorschach Test diagnoses underlying pathologies so that they can be solved rather than highlighting and building on what is right. Into this space, Martin Seligman and his associates have suggested that true happiness is not just avoiding what’s wrong, but discovering what is right (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Researchers in positive psychology have discovered that when we identify and build on our strengths, we feel better about ourselves and those around us; we find greater happiness (Hodges & Asplund, Chapter 17, this volume). Positive organization scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003) has adapted these principles into an organization setting to build a positive work environment (Mroz & Quinn, Chapter 20, this volume). 

Commitment. The study of talent has evolved from competence (ability to do the work) to commitment (willingness to do the work). Employees who are competent but not committed will not perform to their full potential. Commitment comes from building an employee value proposition that engages employees to use their discretionary energy to pursue organization goals (Stairs & Galpin, Chapter 13, this volume). 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI). In the field of organization development and change, problem solving has traditionally focused on fixing problems. Appreciative inquiry processes of discovery, dream, design, and destiny provides a positive alternative to problem-solving in organizations (Sekerka & Fredrickson, Chapter 7, this volume). 

Demographics. In the field of demographics, scholars try to figure out what engages each generation. The GenMe generation (Generation Y, the millennials) xviii
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has grown up concerned with self-esteem, narcissism, and leisure time, which affects how they define fulfillment at work (Twenge & Campbell, Chapter 3; Barendsen & Gardner, Chapter 24, this volume). 

Social responsibility. With an awareness of scarce resources, many organizations have begun to engage in a triple bottom line where the organization is concerned about its carbon footprint, its philanthropy, and its core values (Savitz & Weber, 2006). 

High performing teams. As the nature of work becomes more complex, individuals increasingly work in teams. High performing teams operate with clear purposes, good governance, positive team member relationships, and the ability to learn (Gratton, 2007; Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, & Hackman, 2008; 

Richardson & West, Chapter 19, this volume). 

Community based organizations. People often seek meaning through the community organizations they join. The book Purpose Driven Life by Rick Warren has sold over 30 million copies, indicating a market for finding purpose in community organizations (Warren, 2002). 

Work-family. Lessons from non-work settings clearly apply to finding abundance at work. Gottman’s work on marriage, for example, offers thoughtful insights on enduring relationships (Gottman, 1994; Gottman & Silver, 2004). 

Also, work-family issues clearly affect how employees experience work (Baltes, Clark, & Chakrabarti, Chapter 16, this volume). 

As shown in Figure F.2, each of these distinct disciplines offers insights into how to create an abundant organization where positive, expansive, and future-focused actions occur. 

What are the Antecedents of Abundance? 

Leaders throughout an organization make choices that increase (or decrease) abundance. At times, leaders model through their actions what they hope others will do. Avolio, Griffith, Wernsing, and Walumbwa (Chapter 4, this volume) define authentic leadership as a way for leaders to be self-aware so that they can shape others’ behavior. At other times, leaders craft organization policies and practices that embed abundance into the culture and fabric of the organization (Wooten & Cameron, Chapter 5, this volume). When these policies are implemented effectively, they build positive emotion among employees (Higgs, Chapter 6, this volume). Either acting by themselves or through organization systems, there are eight factors that should be considered in building abundant organizations. 

Identity (Who am I?). Individuals with a strong sense of identity clarify their personal values, are self-aware, appropriately build on their strengths, and connect their personal identity to the organization brand. They contribute psychological capital to their workforce (see Morris & Garrett, Chapter 8; Kaplan & Kaiser, Chapter 9; Hodges & Asplund, Chapter 17; Peterson, Stephens, Park, Lee, & Seligman, Chapter 18; Youssef & Luthans, Chapter 22, this volume). 

Purpose/meaning (Where am I going?). Individuals may align their personal and organizational goals (Gratton, 2009). These employees own and personalize their company’ vision or mission, and find their work energizing and enjoyable because F O R E W O R D : T H E A B U N D A N T O R G A N I Z A T I O N
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it gives them purpose and meaning and allows them to work on problems of importance to them. These employees experience mindfulness where they slow down to speed up (Steger & Dik, Chapter 11; Marianetti & Passmore, Chapter 15, this volume). 

Relationships (Whom do I travel with?). Social relationships in a work setting help people join and stay in their organization. Positive emotions come from transformative cooperation where people cooperate in mindful and meaningful ways. Many of these relationships come from working in high performing teams. Meaningful work friendships also give people a sense of community and connection (Harter & Blacksmith, Chapter 10; Sekerka & Fredrickson, Chapter 7; Richardson & West, Chapter 19, this volume). 

Challenging work (What growth do I experience from work?). Inherent in a positive view of organizations is the opportunity for people to learn and to grow from work experiences. Growth comes from doing hard things, from finding and doing challenging work (Steger & Dik, Chapter 11, this volume). 

Positive work environment (What culture can I create at work?). When trying to understand how people found happiness, positive psychology researchers discovered common spiritual disciplines in most major religious movements, such as grace, forgiveness, charity, service, and gratitude. When leaders translate these ideals into organization practices, they create a positive work environment that endures over time (Mroz & Quinn, Chapter 20; Davis, Chapter 23, this volume). 

Using resources (How do I manage the temporal elements of work?). Shaping physical space, scheduling time, and accessing tools for accomplishing work (e.g., technology) help employees get work done in a timely way (Higgs, Chapter 6, this volume). 

Resilience (How do I learn?). Failure is one of the most powerful ways to grow. 

When employees take risks, work outside their comfort zone (Gratton, 2007; 2009), and learn from failure, they become resilient. Resilience reflects a positive outlook on work and shapes learning for the future rather than lamenting on the past (Warren, Chapter 25, this volume). 

Delight (What enlivens me?). Finding joy at work takes many different forms. It is laughing at oneself, appreciating the moments, relishing beauty in work routines, and having fun at work (Warren, Chapter 25, this volume). 

These are clearly not the only factors (and questions) leaders should attend to in creating an abundant organization, but they are a good start. Leaders and HR

professionals using these ideas can act with moral courage, which helps them do hard things (Harrington & Rayner, Chapter 21, this volume). Leaders can use these ideas as criteria for how they define strategy, create organizational processes, make decisions, and coach others (Grant & Spence, Chapter 14, this volume). By so doing they turn the idea and ideal of abundance into actions for both individuals and organizations. 

What are the Outcomes of Abundance? 

Abundant organizations are not just inherently good in and of themselves, but lead to both individual and organizational outcomes. Individuals who xx
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work in abundant organizations will have greater commitment to their organization goals, but also mental and physical health. Commitment shows up in employees joining, engaging, and staying in their organization (Harter

& Blacksmith, Chapter 10, this volume). Mental health shows up in emotional well-being (Wright, Chapter 12, this volume). Physical health benefits also occur, reflected in lower rates of illness (Stairs & Galpin, Chapter 13, this volume). 

But abundant organizations also have impact on organization stakeholders. 

Employee well-being relates to retention, commitment, and productivity. 

Leaders who align their behaviors to those outside the organization create a leadership brand that turns customer expectations to leader behaviors and intangibles that build confidence from investors (Ulrich & Smallwood 2003, 2007). 

Customers’ attitudes about doing business with an organization are often correlated with the attitude of the employees who work in the organization. Employee experience is a lead indicator of customer experience. Investors who have confidence in future earnings (often called intangibles) increase the market value of an organization. Communities create shared reputations for how organizations work. 

Conclusion

‘‘Don’t worry, be happy’’ is a clever and memorable reggae tune. But enduring abundance comes when the diverse principles presented in this Oxford Handbook can be studied and applied in work settings (Garcea, Harrington, & Linley, Chapter 26, this volume). When scholars and researchers continue rigorously to assess the ideas in this volume, the science of abundance will move forward. When leaders learn and apply these insights, organizations become settings where employees, customers, and investors discover abundance. When such noble aspirations lead to specific organization actions, we are not just able to build on our strengths, but we build on our strengths that strengthen others. 
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P R E F A C E

In editing this volume, we have sought to navigate the intersection of four worlds: research and practice, and positive psychology and work. Indeed, each of our personal work histories is, in many ways, an amalgam of the intersection of these four worlds, since each of us has been involved with both academic research and workplace applications over the course of our careers. In 2004, Linley edited the first book about the broad applications of positive psychology, Positive Psychology in Practice (Linley & Joseph, 2004). It says much about the emergence of positive psychology applications to work settings that now we are able to dedicate the 26

chapters of this handbook to the topic, as well as being actively engaged, through our activities at the Centre of Applied Positive Psychology, in both positive psychology research and its applications in organizational life. 

Positive psychology offers an organizing principle for how we view both organizations and the people within them. It also informs, therefore, how we go about seeking to engage with these organizations, their processes, their procedures, their policies, their practices. Positive psychology gives us a framework for approaching organizational issues that is focused on discovering the best of what is and creating the conditions that will enable that ‘‘best’’ to flourish. It provides a means of looking at the people in organizations that is grounded in the strengths that enable those people to succeed in what they do, the well-being that they achieve through doing so, and the meaning and fulfilment that gives coherence and direction to their activities along the way. Positive psychology also allows a different perspective on the management and development of people, one which is grounded in looking at their inherent potential for growth and development, their desire to contribute and make a difference, and the realization that when these factors are aligned with an organization’s strategy, great things will result. 

It is for these reasons that we embarked upon this project. Our desire, our passion, has been to take the potent lessons of positive psychology from the research laboratory and the survey questionnaire, and to implement them in ways that deliver the double-win of improved organizational performance through enhanced individual performance, well-being and fulfillment. The lessons of positive psychology contained within this volume should be in the hands of every CEO, every manager, every practitioner of Human Resources and

Organization Development, and every consultant and coach who works to support them. Our mission at the Centre of Applied Positive Psychology is summed up in three words: ‘‘Strengthening the World.’’ If through this volume we are able, even in some small way, to enhance the lives of those millions of people working in organizations, we will have achieved our aim. Can you help us in making work a XXIII

more positive experience for all? We hope that through this volume, we have been able to help you in doing so. 

P. Alex Linley

Susan Harrington

Nicola Garcea

Coventry, UK, January 2009
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C H A P T E R

1

Finding the Positive in the World of Work

P. Alex Linley, Susan Harrington, and Nicola Garcea

Abstract

The chapter opens by re-telling the story of the closure and clean-up of Rocky Flats, a nuclear facility in the United States that was closed and cleaned up in 10 years, 60 years ahead of a 70-year schedule, and at a cost of only $6 billion against projected costs of $36 billion, by adopting an abundance approach to change rather than the more traditional deficit approach. Tracing the central ideas of abundance approaches to the early work pioneered by management thinkers such as Douglas McGregor and Peter Drucker, the chapter then goes on to give a brief history of the positive in the world of work, reviewing appreciative inquiry, applied positive psychology, positive organizational scholarship and positive organizational behavior. Having set this historical and conceptual context, the chapter then introduces the reader to the structure of the volume and provides brief introductions to each of the subsequent chapters. 

Keywords: abundance approach, applied positive psychology, work psychology, I/O psychology, organizations

Rocky Flats was regarded as America’s most dan-

ceilings, ductwork, the surrounding soil, and poten-

gerous nuclear weapons production facility. Built on

tially the groundwater too. The largest industrial fire

the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains, at the

in the history of America had blazed at Rocky Flats

base of the beautiful Flatirons, Rocky Flats—as it

in 1969, and protests, lawsuits, and antagonism

was christened by the U.S. Department of Energy—

characterized the constant climate of the facility, 

began the production of plutonium and enriched

leading to a siege mentality whereby razor wire

uranium triggers for nuclear weapons in 1953, con-

fences and guards with M-16 rifles kept outsiders

tinuing until 1989, during which time it was known

outside and the perceived secrets of Rocky Flats

as the most productive and efficient facility of its

securely inside. 

kind in the world. 

Employee relations were almost constantly antag-

The Rocky Flats site covers some 6,000 acres, 

onistic, with the three unions representing Rocky

consisting

of

approximately

800

buildings. 

Flats employees—steelworkers, construction workers, 

Employees worked with many of the most dan-

and security guards—commonly filing grievance

gerous materials known to mankind, such that

complaints. In keeping with this dire image, safety

more radioactive waste existed at Rocky Flats than

was significantly worse than at other government

at any other nuclear facility in America—in fact so

facilities, and in 1989 the FBI raided the facility, 

much so, that in 1994 an ABC Nightline program

opting to close it down on suspicion of unreported

claimed that several of the buildings on the site were

pollution activity. In one fell swoop, therefore, the

‘‘the most dangerous buildings in America.’’

workers at Rocky Flats were put out of future employ-

Contamination from the nuclear activities at Rocky

ment, their previous expertise and mission now ren-

Flats was to be found throughout walls, floors, 

dered largely irrelevant. 
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This was the context in which the decision was

undertaking, the fundamental assumption of the

taken by the U.S. Department of Energy to close the

manager (and of the organization more broadly) is

facility permanently and clean it up. A study of the

that of taking on the role of problem-solver—

residual pollution at the site in 1995 concluded that

dealing with the deficit, their role being to overcome

this closure and clean up operation would take

the challenges and solve the problems the

around 70 years and cost at least a staggering $36

organization faces. Success here is defined by the

billion over that time. Clearly, there was not much

optimal solution of problems and satisfactory plug-

positivity in the climate of Rocky Flats at this time—

ging of deficits, but by definition, therefore, the

and yet what went on to be achieved can only be

focus is always squarely on the negative, in the form

described as extraordinary. 

of the problems to be solved and the deficits to be

Within 10 years, by October 1995, nothing

filled. 

less than what had previously seemed impossible

In contrast, an abundance approach starts

had been achieved. First, all 800 buildings had

from a differing fundamental assumption: that

been demolished. Second, all radioactive waste

the role of the manager and the organization is

had been removed. Third, all soil and water

to embrace and enable the highest potential of

had been treated and returned to levels of clean-

both the organization and its people. The abun-

liness that exceeded federal standards by a factor

dance approach begins, first, by identifying the

of 13. Fourth, all of this was done—not only

peak experiences of when the organization and

within 10 years—but with cost savings of $30

its people have been at their best; second, by

billion, using only one-sixth of fees and one-

identifying and understanding the enablers of

seventh of the time put forward in the original

these optimal performances; third, by creating

clean-up estimates. 1

sustainable impact through seeing what of these

enablers of optimal performance can be con-

tinued and replicated in the future; and fourth, 

The Abundance Approach and the Deficit

designing interventions to create an ideal, desired

Approach

future characterized by extraordinary perfor-

The story of the Rocky Flats clean-up is a

mance. Starting from these differing fundamental

story of remarkable success, which could be one

assumptions, one observes how we arrive at two

reason why we have opted to open the Oxford

very different end points: one that is concerned

Handbook of Positive Psychology and Work with

with solving problems and filling deficits (the

reference to it. But there is also a second—and

deficit approach), the second that is concerned

far more important—reason for our choice. 

with identifying, understanding, enabling, and

Quite simply, as described by Cameron and

sustaining the highest potentials of what people, 

Lavine (2006), the single consistent theme that

both individually and collectively, have to offer

emerges from their analysis of the Rocky Flats

(the abundance approach). 

story is that of taking an abundance approach, 

With the advent of the ‘‘triple bottom line,’’ and

rather than a deficit approach. As they describe

the increasing need for environmental and corpo-

it, and go on to explore in depth, the over-

rate responsibility—this realization of potential

arching lesson to be learned from the Rocky

could be argued now to extend beyond the rela-

Flats story is that ‘‘The impossible was made

tively narrow confines of the organization, its

possible by adopting an abundance approach to

people, and its stockholders, also to embrace the

change rather than a deficit approach’’ (Cameron

organization’s local community, their environ-

& Lavine, 2006, p. 6, original italics). 

mental impact, and their lasting legacy for future

A deficit (or problem-solving) approach is char-

generations. As such, the abundance focus on

acterized by, first, identifying the key problems and

embracing and enabling our highest potentials her-

challenges; second, generating alternative solutions

alds real promise for positive psychology in the

to these problems that are based on the identification

world of work—a theme to which we return in

of the root causes of those problems; third, evalu-

our concluding chapter (Garcea, Harrington, & 

ating and then choosing the most optimal of these

Linley, Chapter 26, this volume). 

different solutions; and fourth, putting this chosen

With the distinction between an abundance

solution into practice, and following up on it to

approach and a deficit approach drawn as starkly as

ensure that the problem is actually solved

this, it seems inconceivable that any right-thinking

(Cameron & Lavine, 2006). Throughout this

leader, board of directors, or organization could have
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done anything less. With the statutory-enshrined

Fourth, and most insidious, is that these deficit

duty to maximize returns to stockholders, if an

approaches are based on implicit fundamental

abundance approach is shown to do so, then surely

assumptions about human nature and the nature of

it must be the case that such an approach is the status

humans

in

organizations, 

something

which

quo of organizational life. Unfortunately, what

McGregor identified almost fifty years ago

makes the Rocky Flats story all the more compelling, 

(McGregor, 1960). Further, as Joseph and Linley

is that it is not: organizations—typically at least—are

(2004) have described in relation to therapeutic

characterized by deficit approaches built on implicit

approaches, these implicit assumptions about

assumptions about the way people work and fol-

human nature are all the more powerful because

lowing from this, how best to manipulate their

they are unrecognized as such, and so proceed

levers in order to have them deliver what the orga-

blindly accepted and unchallenged, becoming the

nization requires—McGregor’s (1960) Theory

status quo and attracting research evidence that

X writ large—arguably the original identification of

appears to support them, as we have made the case

the prevalent deficit approach—characterizes the

above. 

Deficit

approaches, 

four, 

abundance

typical modus operandi of organizations. 

approaches, nil. 

In this context, it is not difficult to see why

I/O psychology (in the United States) or occupa-

Challenges to Introducing an Abundance

tional psychology (in the UK) have become

Approach

dominated by deficit-based approaches to both

There are four major challenges that immediately

their research and practice (Hill, 2003)—much

face any organization which steps out to overturn

the same as can be said for psychology generally, 

this deficit-based status quo. First, is the fact that the

a status quo ante that positive psychology set out

deficit approach is the status quo, ‘‘the way things are

explicitly to challenge and reframe (Seligman & 

done round here.’’ Typically, both the people within

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

organizations, and the organizations themselves

While the philosophical assumptions of psy-

(through their process, policies, procedures, and his-

chology as a whole provide one context for the

tories) are resistant to change. Deficit approaches

challenges facing I/O or occupational psychology, 

one, abundance approaches nil. Second, as the

others lie closer to home. For example, Cascio

status quo, deficit-based approaches are supported

(1995) posed the question of ‘‘Whither industrial

by an apparent wealth of management and organiza-

and organizational psychology in the changing world

tional literature, testifying in support of the status

of work?’’ arguing that I/O and occupational psy-

quo ante, and the ‘‘correctness’’ of the deficit

chology needed to adapt if they were to keep pace

approach. 

Unfortunately, 

as

Rosenthal

and

with the global forces reshaping patterns of employ-

Jacobson (1968) originally demonstrated with the

ment and organizational life, a theme to which he

Pygmalion effect, we tend to find what we’re looking

returns in his context-setting chapter for this volume

for, and so deficit-based researchers find deficit-

(Cascio, Chapter 2, this volume). 

based explanations. Deficit approaches, two, abun-

Further, squeezed between science and practice, 

dance approaches, nil. Third, whether we like it or

and with arguably irreconcilable demands from

not, as human beings we seem to be programmed

each, Anderson, Herriot, and Hodgkinson (2001)

from evolution to pay attention to the negative

made the case that work psychologists needed to

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 

strive for pragmatic research (characterized by good

2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001). The simple

science and solid application), while guarding

reason for this is that it is adaptive—our ancestors

against being lured toward the other false gods of

who did not pay attention to problems and threats

pedantic (high academic value but with no applica-

simply did not survive. Yet the challenge comes

tion), populist (strong application but weak science), 

when we pay attention to the negative at the exclu-

and puerile research (neither strong science nor

sion of what is going right—a challenge exacerbated

application). So, whether the challenge is keeping

in times of challenge and stress, two cultures that

pace with the speed of global change, or steering an

could be taken to characterize much of organiza-

appropriate course between the Scylla of academic

tional life, and so which lead to this negativity bias

research, and the Charybdis of real world applica-

of deficit approaches becoming even further

tion, work psychology has been considered by some

embedded. Deficit approaches, three, abundance

(e.g., Hill, 2003) to be facing an uphill battle. This

approaches, nil. 

battle, combined with the challenge of the

L I N L E Y , H A R R I N G T O N , G A R C E A

5

traditional deficit approach and its attendant

psychology does (see, e.g., Harter, Schmidt, & 

implicit assumptions has meant that work psy-

Keyes, 2003). 

chology could be argued so far to have missed its

The early roots of our modern—and still emer-

chance to offer a brave new paradigm for organiza-

ging—focus on the positive in organizations can

tional life, based on the fundamental assumptions

arguably be traced at their earliest to two scions of

and methodological approaches of the abundance

modern management thinking. First, in 1960, 

approach, instead allowing itself to become the ser-

Douglas McGregor published his timeless classic, 

vant of the status quo ante of deficit approaches. 

The Human Side of Enterprise, introducing the dis-

tinction between Theory X (the view that workers

need to be cajoled or even forced to work) and

The Emergence of Positive Approaches in the

Theory Y (the view that workers are self-motivated

World of Work

and self-directed). 

Yet, slowly but surely, over the last twenty or so

Several years later, Peter Drucker, in The

years, the potential new paradigm of the abundance

Effective Executive, argued that ‘‘To make strength

approach for work psychology has been emerging. It

productive is the unique purpose of organization’’

goes by different names—including names such as

(Drucker, 1967, p. 60), thereby giving the clarion

appreciative inquiry, the strengths approach, applied

call to strengths-based organization that we are only

positive psychology, positive organizational scholar-

now beginning to see today, some 40 years later

ship, or positive organizational behavior—but

(Smedley, 2007; Stefanyszyn, 2007; see also

whatever the appellation, the shift in perspective is

Garcea, Harrington, & Linley, Chapter 26, this

clear, and growing clearer. Traditional approaches, 

volume). As is now being recognized, making

assuming that fixing weaknesses and dealing with

strength productive should be fundamental to the

problems, are the royal roads to high performance, 

role of Human Resources practitioners and work

simply have not delivered. 

psychologists, who both have abundant opportu-

We need another way and, just as Kuhn (1970)

nities to use their own strengths in the identifica-

described in his prescient volume The Structure of

tion, engagement, and orchestration of the

Scientific Revolutions, that other way has been slowly

strengths of others in the organization (Ulrich, 

gaining ground. The first reason for this shift is that

2008). 

findings in both research and practice gradually

Fast-forward then to 1987, and the work of David

build up over time that cannot be explained by the

Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva (1987), and their

traditional models or theories. Initially these find-

development of Appreciative Inquiry, based on the

ings are dismissed as aberrations, anomalies in the

core principle that the assumptions with which we

data, since we prefer to stay with the models and

approach a situation, and the methodologies we use

theories we know, rather than risk admitting that we

to investigate it, largely create the findings that we

might be wrong. But then, second and subsequently, 

then go on to discover. Simply put, if we look for

comes the realization that these findings cannot

problems, we find them. If we look for solutions, we

simply be dismissed as aberrations—the patterns

find them. On this basis, Appreciative Inquiry adopts

are becoming too common to be simply ignored. 

an appreciative, celebratory approach, and in doing so

And third, with the particular assistance of the forces

is able to unlock possibility and potential that pre-

of the competitive marketplace where work psy-

viously could not even have been imagined

chology is concerned, the rejection of our extant

(Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003; see also Sekerka & 

dogma and tradition by the organizations who pur-

Fredrickson, Chapter 7, this volume). 

chase our services as work psychologists. Unbound

A similarly uplifting focus on the positive is

by academic politesse or the demands of research

found in the seminal work of Donald O. Clifton, 

journal gatekeepers, organizations are interested

and his colleagues at The Gallup Organization. 

only in answering a single, simple, powerful, effec-

Starting from the question of ‘‘What would happen

tive question: What works? Show me what will make

if we studied what was right with people?’’ Clifton set

a difference to my bottom line, and I’ll do it—

about studying, cataloguing and assessing people’s

irrespective of what theory it has been developed

talents, which, he argued, with the addition of

from, or of whose reputation may be challenged in

knowledge and skill, could be honed into strengths

the process. For us, this is the joy of applying positive

(see Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Hodges & 

psychology at work, because organizations are inter-

Clifton, 2004; Hodges & Asplund, Chapter 17, 

ested, quite simply, in what works. And positive

this volume). 
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These early shoots of positivity in organizational

psychology, and positive organizational scholarship, 

life were all given added impetus and the oxygen

and extending our knowledge and practice further

of

publicity

through

the

advent

of

the

with our own consulting experiences and innovation

positive psychology movement, launched by

(see, for example, Linley, 2008; Smedley, 2007; 

American Psychological Association President, 

Stefanyszyn, 2007). 

Martin

E. 

P. 

Seligman

(see

Seligman

& 

This, then, is the context in which we have

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Seligman argued that, as

sought to invite, edit, and collate the chapters of

both a discipline and as an applied practice, psy-

this volume on the broad church of ‘‘positive

chology had been too focused on the study of what

psychology and work.’’ As the chapters—and their

was wrong with people, ignoring the much bigger

authors—will testify, we are not exclusionary parti-

question of understanding and enhancing what was

sans of ‘‘positive psychology,’’ or even exclusionary

right with people. To redress this, he called for a new

partisans of our own consulting techniques and

‘‘positive’’ psychology—and his call was answered

approaches. Rather, we strive to be open-minded, 

willingly and expansively, with an explosion of

inclusive, and collaborative, recognizing that we all

research, conferences, books, journal special issues, 

learn more by opening the doors of our experience

and even a dedicated journal focused on this appre-

than by walling-up what we know against the threats

ciative study of what is right with people (see Linley, 

of others’ adoption of it. This, in essence, is how

Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 2006). 

positive psychology should be lived in practice, as

In the organizational world specifically, positive

well as in research. 

approaches flourished under the banners of positive

organizational scholarship (POS; Cameron, Dutton, 

The Structure of the Volume

& Quinn, 2003), positive organizational behavior

We open with two chapters that set something of

(POB; Luthans, 2002) and applied positive psy-

the global, cultural, and generational organizational

chology (Linley & Joseph, 2004a). POS focuses on

context for what is to follow. Following on from his

identifying and developing positive organizational

hugely influential American Psychologist article

characteristics that lead to exceptional individual

‘‘Whither Industrial and Organizational Psychology

and organizational performance, investigating posi-

in a Changing World of Work?’’ (Cascio, 1995), 

tive deviance, that is, the ways in which organiza-

Wayne Cascio revisits this same question more

tions and their members may flourish and prosper by

than a decade later, providing a wider perspective

developing strengths such as resilience, restoration, 

and context for the forces that are shaping I/O

and vitality (see Wooten & Cameron, Chapter 5; 

psychology and the world of work, and to which

Mroz & Quinn, Chapter 20, this volume). POB

positive psychology applied to the world of work

seeks to improve employee performance and organi-

will need to respond. Jean Twenge and Stacy

zational competitive advantage by focusing on state-

Campbell focus their analysis specifically on the

like strengths and psychological capacities that are

generational challenge of the new workforce

positive, measurable, developable, and performance-

entrants, Generation Me. While some commenta-

related, with four key components including self-

tors will argue that there have always been generation

efficacy, optimism, hope, and resiliency (Luthans, 

clashes between older managers and younger work-

Avey, Avolio, Norman, & Combs, 2006; see also

force entrants, Twenge and Campbell take this argu-

Youssef & Luthans, Chapter 22, this volume). 

ment several steps further, making the compelling

Applied positive psychology is broader in per-

case for why Generation Me is more starkly different

spective (as testified by the breadth of topics

from the generations from which it has emerged, 

included in Positive Psychology in Practice; Linley & 

with attendant implications for their entry into, 

Joseph, 2004b), but applied to organizational life, is

and accommodation by the world of work. 

concerned with the applications of positive psy-

In Part 2, Positive Organizational Leadership, we

chology in the organizational context (see, for

turn our attention to the role of the leader in creating

example, Page & Linley, 2008). In our consulting

and leading organizations positively. Bruce Avolio

work at the Centre of Applied Positive Psychology

and colleagues answer the question What is authentic

(CAPP; where Linley and Page are based), we draw

leadership development? in exploring how authentic

extensively from these diverse approaches, having

leaders can be developed. Lynn Perry Wooten and

learned much from the early roots of the study of

Kim Cameron, working from a positive organiza-

positivity in organisations, nurturing those roots

tional scholarship perspective, explore the operation

with the later lessons of appreciative inquiry, positive

of positively deviant leadership in enabling positive

L I N L E Y , H A R R I N G T O N , G A R C E A
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strategy execution and delivery. With a focus on

Part 5, Models for Positive Organization, draws

leading change, Malcolm Higgs unlocks the role of

out the lens for a wider perspective, looking at

leadership and positive emotions in successful

organization-wide initiatives and approaches for

change initiatives, a theme expanded further by

organizing work positively. The section opens with

Leslie Sekerka and Barbara Fredrickson as they

Joanne Richardson and Michael West reviewing the

examine positive emotions in transformative coop-

extensive literature on teamworking, and proposing

eration. Concluding the section with a strengths

how dream teams can be created through blending

emphasis, Danny Morris and Jill Garrett look at

this literature with the principles and practices of a

how leaders deploy different leadership strengths as

positive psychology approach. Don Mroz and

their leading edge, while Bob Kaplan and Rob Kaiser

Shawn Quinn share with us their exploration of

ensure a balanced strengths focus through their

positive organizational scholarship in practice, 

exploration of a positive psychology for leaders. 

while Susan Harrington and Charlotte Rayner deal

Turning to consider the organizational climate

with the issue of moral courage, and how it is an

created by leaders and their leadership practices, 

integral component of combating and preventing

Part 3, Positive Work Environments for Individuals

workplace bullying. Carolyn Youssef and Fred

and Organizations, explores the roles of engagement, 

Luthans describe their integrated model of psycho-

meaning, and well-being in the workplace. James

logical capital in the workplace, while the section

Harter and Nikki Blacksmith open the section

concludes with Jocelyn Davis’s account of her prac-

with a review of the extensive Gallup work on

tical experiences of consulting with organizations to

employee engagement, examining why employees

create the positive workplace. 

join, stay in, and leave organizations. Michael

Finally, Part 6 of the volume, Looking to the

Steger and Bryan Dik focus on a specific element

Future: Challenges and Opportunities, opens up the

of the engagement experience, looking at the role of

positive psychology perspective on work to the chal-

meaning in work, while Thomas Wright examines

lenge of contrary views, and the exploration of future

the role of employee well-being in organizational

trends and opportunities. Lynn Barendsen and

life. In the final chapter of this section, Martin

Howard Gardner revisit the generational issue with

Stairs and Martin Galpin’s integrative chapter

which the volume opened, but this time posing the

superbly blends what is known about employee

opportunity for ‘‘good work’’ as the solution to many

engagement and well-being, both at work and

of the challenges and needs of the younger genera-

more broadly, to propose a true positive psychology

tion. Samantha Warren strikes a constructively cri-

shift in organizational research and practice—from

tical stance, challenging some of the assumptions of

employee engagement to workplace happiness. 

the positive psychology movement, and especially its

Examining some of the factors that contribute to

actions in practice, before we conclude with a view

a positive working life is the focus of Part 4, Enabling

from the field, and an eye to the future, of what

a Positive Working Life. Anthony Grant and Gordon

building positive organizations is all about. 

Spence open the section with their examination of

Positive psychology applied to the world of work

the role of coaching in promoting a flourishing

is not a modern panacea for all organizational ills. 

workforce, 

while

Oberdan

Marianetti

and

But we do genuinely believe that it has immense

Jonathan Passmore explore the increasing focus on

potential to make a positive and constructive con-

mindfulness at work, and the benefits—both

tribution to the debates about the future of work and

individual and organizational—that it can bring. 

organizations in a global world, and in editing this

Boris Baltes and colleagues highlight the importance

volume, we have striven to play our small part in

of finding the right balance between work and non-

enabling that to happen. 

work, emphasizing that there is no single right way

to do this, but only the way that is right for those

involved, both individuals and organizations. In the

Directions for Research

final two chapters of this section, Tim Hodges and

• What evidence—academic or applied—can be

Jim Asplund look at strengths development in the

garnered in support of strengths-based abundance

workplace, drawing from the Gallup Organization’s

approaches to organizational performance and

extensive experience in this area, while Chris

development? 

Peterson and colleagues report on their findings of

• Is it possible to conduct controlled trials in the

occupational strengths patterns using the VIA

real world of organizational life that would compare

Classification of Strengths. 

abundance approaches with deficit approaches? 
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• Can it be shown that positive approaches to

Cooperrider, D. L., & Sekerka, L. E. (2003). Toward a theory of

organizational life deliver the triple bottom line

positive organizational change. In K. S. Cameron, 

benefits of financial performance, individual well-

J. E. Dutton, & R. E. Quinn (Eds.), Positive organizational

scholarship: Foundations of a new discipline (pp. 225–240). San

being, and social responsibility? 

Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 

Cooperrider, D. L., & Srivastva, S. (1987). Appreciative inquiry

Implications for Practice

in organizational life. In R. W. Woodman & W. A. Pasmore

• Don’t assume that just because deficit models

(Eds.), Research in organizational change and development

are the status quo they are the right solution or the

(Vol. 1, pp. 129–169). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Drucker, P. F. (1967). The effective executive London. Heinemann. 

only solution. Increasing evidence points to the value

Harter, J. K., Schmidt, F. L., & Keyes, C. L. M. (2003). 

and efficacy of adopting abundance approaches to

Well-being in the workplace and its relationship to business

organizational performance and development. 

outcomes: A review of the Gallup studies. In C. L. M. Keyes

• Examine the opportunities that already exist

& J. Haidt (Eds.), Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life

within your organization and within your remit for

well-lived (pp. 205–224). Washington, DC: American

Psychological Association. 

you to introduce more positive ways of working, 

Hill, J. (2003). Bleak future or new dawn? The Psychologist, 16, 

including strengths-based approaches to traditional HR

137–138. 

responsibilities such as performance management, 

Hodges, T. D., & Clifton, D. O. (2004). Strengths-based

recruitment, engagement, talent management, and

development in practice. In P. A. Linley & S. Joseph (Eds.), 

leadership development. What opportunities are open

Positive psychology in practice (pp. 256–268). Hoboken, NJ:

Wiley. 

to you? What is the smallest change that you could

Joseph, S., & Linley, P. A. (2004). Positive therapy: A positive

introduce to make the biggest difference? 

psychological theory of therapeutic practice. In P. A. Linley & 

• Consider whether internal HR and OD teams

S. Joseph (Eds.), Positive psychology in practice (pp. 354–368). 

have the necessary experience and expertise with

Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

strengths-based abundance approaches to be able

Kuhn, T. S. (1970). The structure of scientific revolutions (2nd ed.). 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

to apply them effectively across the organization. If

Linley, A. (2008). Average to A+: Realising strengths in yourself and

not, identify and retain external consultants who will

others. Coventry, UK: CAPP Press. 

partner with the organization to provide this

Linley, P. A., & Joseph, S. (2004a). Applied positive psychology:

education and capability building. 

A new perspective for professional practice. In P. A. Linley & 

S. Joseph (Eds.), Positive psychology in practice (pp. 3–12). 

Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Note

Linley, P. A., & Joseph, S. (Eds.). (2004b). Positive psychology in 1. In writing this introductory section about Rocky Flats, we have

practice. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

drawn extensively from the exemplary work on this topic of

Linley, P. A., Joseph, S., Harrington, S., & Wood, A. M. (2006). 

Kim Cameron and Marc Lavine (2006) Making the impossible

Positive psychology: Past, present, and (possible) future. The

possible: Leading extraordinary performance—the Rocky Flats

Journal of Positive Psychology, 1, 3–16. 

story, San Francisco, CA, Berrett-Koehler. 

Luthans, F. (2002). Positive organizational behavior: Developing

and

managing

psychological

strengths. 
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Management Executive, 16, 57–72. 
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Abstract

The chapter explores some key trends that will affect work, workers, and management in the coming decades. It begins by examining how change itself has changed, followed by the impacts of technology and e-commerce on companies in a variety of industries, demographic changes, and the impending issue of global demand exceeding the supply of people with needed skills. Building on these themes, the chapter then examines the relationship between demographic changes and knowledge management, and what some U.S. companies are doing to find and keep older workers. Other key trends include the global distribution of generations, with special emphasis on generational similarities and differences. The chapter concludes by examining the types of new jobs being created, together with career-management strategies that will allow members of all generations to capitalize on the current and emerging changes described in the chapter. 

Keywords: demographic trends, knowledge management, global labor markets, 21st-century change The world of work is as dynamic as ever, with dra-The Nature of Change in the 21st Century

matic changes underway that will affect employees, 

Hamel (2000) points out that we have entered a

managers, and consumers for years to come. Whether

new age—the age of revolutions in business con-

publicly traded or privately held, large or small, 

cepts. The age of incremental progress, little by

domestic or global, the world of work is changing

little, in tiny steps, a little cheaper, a little better, a

dramatically, and in this chapter we will explore

little faster, is over. Today, the nature of change itself

several of the most obvious ways in which this

has changed. No longer is it additive. No longer does

change is occurring. The coverage of the topics pre-

it move in a straight line. In the 21st century, 

sented here is by no means exhaustive, but it is

change is discontinuous, abrupt, and distinctly

representative of some important changes that are

non-linear. 

occurring all over the globe. The chapter begins by

To a large extent, this is so because the Internet

examining briefly how the nature of change has

has rendered geography meaningless. Global capital

changed. Then it considers the impact of technology

flows have become a raging torrent. The cost of

and e-commerce, and how these affect the global

storing a megabyte of data has dropped from hun-

dispersion of work. Following that, the chapter

dreds of dollars to essentially nothing. In this new

reviews some structural changes in organizations, 

age, a company that is evolving slowly is already on

including demographic changes in the United States

its way to extinction. In the past age of incremental

and elsewhere, and the effects of multiple generations

progress, industrial giants like DuPont, Mitsubishi, 

in the workforce, before concluding with an exam-

DaimlerChrysler, and General Motors harnessed the

ination of the types of new jobs that are being created, 

disciplines of progress: rigorous planning, contin-

and the implications for career management. 

uous improvement, statistical process control, six
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sigma, reengineering, and enterprise resource plan-

world.’’ To put things into perspective, however, it is

ning. Decade after decade they focused single-mind-

important to emphasize that claims of increased

edly on getting better. If they happened to miss

change and instability in the ‘‘current’’ environment

something that was changing in the environment, 

have been a common and recurring refrain in the

there was plenty of time to catch up. 

management literature, at least since the 1930s

In the 20th century, the advantages of being the

(Daffern, 1960; LaPierre, 1958; Margulies & 

incumbent—global distribution, respected brands, a

Wallace, 1973). In fact, a large-scale, 20-year ana-

deep pool of talent, steady cash flows—granted them

lysis of business performance across a variety of

the luxury of time. Thus, although Apple Computer

industries revealed a lack of widespread evidence

got an early start in the micro-computer business, 

that markets are, in general, any more unstable

IBM quickly reversed Apple’s lead when it threw its

now than they were in the recent past. What man-

worldwide distribution might behind the PC. In a

agers face today in terms of hyper-competition is

world of discontinuous change, however, a company

largely the same as it ever was. Evidence indicates

that misses a critical development may never catch

that stable factors at industry, corporate, and busi-

up. To illustrate, consider this example. 

ness-unit levels, as well as unstable factors, all sig-

Between 1994 and 2001 the number of mobile

nificantly affect business performance (McNamara, 

phones sold each year exploded, from 26 million to

Vaaler, & Devers, 2003). 

more than 400 million. At the same time, the tech-

nology changed from analog to digital. Motorola, 

Technology and E-Commerce

the world leader in the mobile-telephone business

Many factors are driving change, but none is

until 1997, missed the shift to digital wireless tech-

more important than the rise of Internet technolo-

nology by just a year or two. In that sliver of time, 

gies (Friedman, 2005; 2008). The Internet, as it

Nokia, a hitherto unknown company perched on

continues to develop, has certainly changed the

the edge of the Arctic Circle, became the world’s new

ways that people live and work. Indeed, in some

number one. A decade earlier Nokia had been

industries, such as music and e-commerce, it has

making snow tires and rubber boots. Suddenly, it

completely revolutionized the rules of the game, 

was one of Europe’s fastest-growing high-tech com-

but the Internet and e-commerce are not ubiquitous, 

panies. As of early 2008, Nokia’s worldwide market

as many might assume. To appreciate this, consider

share in mobile phones was 40 percent (46% in Asia, 

that it certainly simplifies things if one assumes that

57% in India, 66% in Africa; Ewing, 2008), and its

the world is flat, that work can be done anytime, 

stock price had nearly doubled since beginning of

anywhere, via the Internet, and that global collabora-

the year (www.advfn.com, 2007). And Motorola? It tion in work is seamless (Cascio, 2007a). Yet even a

is now a leader in the manufacture of network and

brief examination of the nighttime electricity grid, as

other communications equipment (Fortune, 2007). 

displayed on Google Earth, shows vast areas of dark-

Its stock price fell 21 percent over the same period

ness in different parts of the world. Thus it is more

(Silver, 2007). The lesson is clear: in today’s fast-

correct to speak of the world as ‘‘spiky,’’ at least in

moving world of business, 100-year-old companies

terms of the availability of electricity and access to

with venerated brands are as vulnerable as yesterday’s

the Internet. At the same time, mass collaboration

Internet start-ups that defined the dot-com

through file-sharing, blogs, and social networking

revolution. 

services, is making leaps in creativity possible, as

Here is further evidence. In one Gallup poll, 500

well as changing the way companies in a variety of

CEOs were asked, ‘‘Who took better advantage of

industries do business (Hof, 2005). Here are some

change in your industry over the past 10 years—

examples:

newcomers, traditional competitors, or your own

company?’’ The #1 answer was newcomers. Then

• Research and Development

they were asked whether the newcomers had won by

Procter & Gamble makes use of outside

changing the rules of the game or by executing

scientific networks to generate 35 percent of new

better. Fully 62% of the CEOs said the newcomers

products from outside the company, up from 20

had won by changing the rules of the game (Hamel, 

percent three years ago. That has helped boost sales

2000). 

per R&D person by 40 percent; 

With all of this breathless talk of the speed of

• Software Development

change, it is easy to become convinced that organi-

By

coordinating

their

efforts

online, 

zations are competing in some kind of ‘‘brave new

programmers worldwide volunteer on more than
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100,000 open-source projects, such as Linux, 

that the company was three to eight months late

thereby challenging traditional software; 

in giving them final specifications for structures

• Telecommunications

and systems. The lesson? Program managers

More than 41 million people use Skype

thought they had adequate oversight of suppliers, 

software to share computer-processing power and

but learned later that there were many details

bandwidth, allowing them to call each other for

that they knew nothing about. They needed

free over the Internet. That has cut revenues

insight into what was actually going on in sup-

sharply at traditional telecom providers; 

pliers’ factories so they could help suppliers deal

• Retail

with the challenges they faced. This underscores

With 61 million active members, eBay has

a key finding from a global outsourcing study

created a self-sustaining alternative to retail stores. 

(Miller, 2007), namely, that managing such an

extended network of relationships requires more

The Internet gives everyone in the organization, 

transparency, 

better

communication, 

greater

at any level and in every functional area, the

trust, and genuine reciprocity, as client–service

ability to access a mind-boggling array of infor-

provider relationships shift from adversarial to

mation—instantaneously from anywhere. Instead

collaborative, from procurement to partnership. 

of seeping out over months or years, ideas can be

Whether it is outsourcing business processes or

zapped around the globe in the blink of an eye. 

managing knowledge, one thing is clear: intellectual

By 2009, one quarter of the world’s workforce, 

capital will be critical to business success. The advan-

or 850 million people, will use remote access and

tage of bringing breakthrough products to market

mobile technology to work on the go or at

first will be shorter than ever because technology will

home, 

according

to

research

firm

IDC

let competitors match or exceed them almost

(Schweyer, 2006). That means that the 21st-

instantly. To keep ahead of the steep new-product

century organization must adapt itself to man-

curve, it will be crucial for businesses to attract and

agement via the Internet. It must be predicated

retain the best thinkers. Companies will need to

on constant change, not stability; organized

build a deep reservoir of talent—including both

around networks, not rigid hierarchies; built on

employees and free agents—to succeed in this new

shifting partnerships and alliances, not self-suffi-

era. More than ever, 21st-century organizations are

ciency; and constructed on technological advan-

global, and an emerging new demography is helping

tages, not bricks and mortar. 

to shape them for years to come. 

In contrast to the hierarchical organization chart

of the 20th-century organization, the 21st-century

Demographic Changes and Their Impacts

organization is far more likely to look like a web: a

on Organizations

flat, intricately-woven form that links partners, 

In the United States, the number as well as the

employees, external contractors, suppliers, and cus-

mix of people available to work is changing rapidly. 

tomers in various collaborations. The players will

According to the Census Bureau, there will be a

grow more and more interdependent, and managing

precipitous drop in the growth of the labor force

this intricate network will be as important as mana-

among prime-age employees between 2000 and

ging internal operations. 

2020, especially college-educated ones. Between

As an example, consider some of the problems

2000 and 2010, the percentage of workers aged 55

Boeing faced in building its Dreamliner 787 aircraft, 

to 64 will increase by 52 percent, while those aged

scheduled for delivery in 2009 (Lunsford, 2007). To

65+ will increase by 30 percent. Similar trends are

lower the $10 billion or so that it would cost to

underway in almost all developed countries

develop the plane by itself, Boeing authorized a

(Dychtwald, Erickson, & Morison, 2006). 

team of parts suppliers to design and build major

To appreciate what this means for specific sectors

sections of the aircraft, which it planned to assemble

of the U.S. economy, consider the following projec-

at a Seattle-area factory. Unfortunately, outsourcing

tions from the U.S. Department of Labor:

so much responsibility turned out to be far more

difficult than anticipated. 

• Half of America’s 400,000 electric-utility

The supplier problems ranged from language

workers will be eligible to retire in the next five

barriers to problems that developed when some

years; 

contractors themselves outsourced chunks of the

• Half the U.S. government’s civilian workforce

work. For their part, some suppliers complained

also will be eligible to retire in the next five years; 
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• 40 percent of the U.S. manufacturing

in the world, largely due to its policy of one child per

workforce is expected to retire in the next 10 years; 

family. To appreciate this, consider that 35 years ago

• Result: A possible shortage of 5 million skilled

in China the population proportion of children to

workers between 2010–2012. 

the aged (65 and older) was 6:1. Today the elderly

population is twice as great as the number of chil-

At the same time, Generations X (born between

dren. In Thailand, the elderly will account for 14

1965 and 1980) and Y (born after 1980), with

percent of the population within 20 years, while

approximately 50 and 80 million members, respec-

children will only represent 12 percent (People’s

tively, in the United States, are large and growing

Daily Online, 2004). Among broad regions of the

segments of the labor force that pose both challenges

world, Europe has the highest proportion of the

and opportunities (Cascio, 2007b; Guest & Sturges, 

population aged 65 and older, and it should

2007). Differences among racial and ethnic groups

remain the global leader in this category well into

among generations in the United States are

the 21st century. However, the most rapid accelera-

becoming more pronounced. In fact, the younger

tion in aging, especially in the United States, will

the age cohort, the more racially and ethnically

occur after 2010, when the large, post–World War

diverse it tends to be (Generational differences, 

II baby-boom cohort begins to reach age 65

2007). We will have more to say about

(Population Matters, 2006). These trends may not

generational differences (and similarities) in a fol-

lead to labor shortages (Cappelli, 2005), but they

lowing section. 

will likely lead to shorter employment relationships, 

Over the next four decades, non-Hispanic whites

more contingent work, independent contracting, 

will be a slim majority of the U.S. population. To

and other free-market arrangements. This is likely

appreciate what this means, consider that in 2005

to occur because when labor markets become ‘‘tight’’

Hispanics represented 14 percent of the U.S. popu-

(that is, an excess of demand for labor, relative to its

lation, but 22 percent of its workers. If present

supply) in a variety of fields of work, people have

trends continue, Hispanics in 2050 will represent

more choices regarding where to work (competing

32 percent of the nation’s population, and 55 per-

employers) and also among various types of work

cent of its workers (Cadrain, 2007). 

arrangements. 

Currently, female participation has jumped to

Are organizations preparing now for the looming

60% from 50% two decades ago, and much of that

retirements of the members of the baby-boom gen-

is in professional jobs. This is not surprising, con-

eration? Several sources indicate that the answer is, in

sidering that the number of females per 100 new

general, no. In one such study of 526 senior-level

M.B.A. graduates has skyrocketed from 4 in 1972 to

executives in global as well as domestic firms, among

42 in 2004 (‘‘Women have prospered,’’ 2007). 

firms of all sizes, three out of four executives said that

At the same time, the long-term trend toward earlier

‘‘succession planning’’ was their most significant

retirement has recently been reversed. The average

challenge for the future. Additionally, approximately

retirement age is now 64; 75 percent of retirees want

seven out of ten said the next most pressing pro-

to launch new careers after that, and 42 percent of

blems were ‘‘providing leaders with the skills they

those want to cycle between periods of work and

need to be successful’’ (71 percent) and ‘‘recruiting

leisure (Greene, 2005). 

and selecting talented employees’’ (69 percent). 

In most developed countries around the world, 

These survey findings also corresponded to the

we can expect fewer younger workers, and more

results of in-depth interviews that were conducted

older workers (Carnell, 2000). Although a fertility

with

36

additional

top

executives

(Society

rate of 2.1 children per woman is needed just to

for Human Resource Management Foundation, 

replace current population, in Europe the fertility

2007). 

rate has dropped to 1.42, and in Japan to 1.43. Spain

In a second study of senior executives on the

has the world’s lowest fertility rate, at 1.15 (National

topic of the impending retirements of the baby-

Center for Policy Analysis, 2006). In the United

boom generation, 45 percent said that their

States, the Census Bureau predicts that the number

employers were beginning to examine internal poli-

of workers aged 20 to 44 will increase by 0.4 percent

cies and management practices, 36 percent were

between 2000 and 2010, and by 4 percent between

‘‘just becoming aware of the issue, while only 9

2010 and 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). 

percent had proposed specific policy and manage-

Of course the flip side of low fertility is an aging

ment-practice changes, and only 8 percent had

population. China has the fastest-aging population

implemented such practices (Cadrain, 2007). 
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With respect to succession planning per se, one

labor pool, wherever it exists. For both developed-

large-scale study of 2,406 organizations revealed that

and developing-nation multinationals that often

only 29 percent of them have a succession plan in

implies a corporate strategy of labor arbitrage—

place, another 29 percent have an informal plan in

periodic moves to lower-wage locations as existing

place, 26 percent have no plan, but intend to

ones get too pricey. As wages rise in first-tier offshore

develop one in the near future, and 16 percent

cities like Bangalore, Shanghai, and Prague (6 to 15

have no plan and no intention of developing

percent in 2006), United States, European, and

one (Society for Human Resource Management, 

Asian multinationals alike are moving to places like

2006). 

Jaipur, India; Chengdu, China; and Kiev, Ukraine. 

To appreciate what changing demographics

Ho Chi Minh City is becoming the new Manila

means for organizations in the United States, con-

(Hookway, 2007). For example, in response to cost

sider the following data from the U.S. Department

pressures, Intel will open a new $300 million semi-

of Labor. In 2002 the aggregate demand for labor in

conductor plant that employs 1,200 workers in

the United States was 141.8 million people. The

Ho Chi Minh City instead of expanding existing

aggregate supply was 143.5 million. By 2031 that

capacity in China, the Philippines, and Malaysia

picture will change dramatically, if present trends

(Hansen, 2006). 

continue. The aggregate demand for labor will be

200.2 million people, while the supply of labor

Emerging Human Capital Challenges, 

available will be only 165 million people. One way

Demographic Changes, and Knowledge

that firms are coping with potential labor shortages

Management

in their home countries is to seek labor elsewhere

Many of the most pressing human-capital chal-

through outsourcing. As the next section shows, 

lenges identified in the SHRM Foundation’s (2007)

however, in some skilled occupations, supply-

survey of senior executives described earlier—

demand imbalances are driving up labor costs for

especially the development of responses to them—

multinational enterprises. 

involve an understanding of generational issues and

the impact of demographic changes that are already

An Impending Problem: Global Demand

underway. In that study, the four most significant

Exceeds the Supply of People with Needed

future challenges facing companies, regardless of size, 

Skills

location, or industry were: (1) succession planning; 

India is typical. For example, some 1.3 million

(2) recruiting and selecting talented employees; 

people applied for work at Infosys Technologies Ltd. 

(3) engaging and retaining talented employees; and

in 2006, but the company says that only 2 percent of

(4) providing leaders with the skills to be successful. 

them were employable (Coy & Ewing, 2007). The

In general, senior executives did not feel confident

big problems include inadequate foreign-language

that their companies had a plan to address these

proficiency, lack of practical skills, unwillingness to

human-capital challenges, particularly senior execu-

move for a job, and limited or no access to airports

tives among smaller companies (Society for Human

and other transportation networks (Despeignes, 

Resource Management Foundation, 2007). 

2005; Pui-Wing & Range, 2007). The seemingly

The essence of the demographic predictions is

inexhaustible pools of cheap labor from China, 

that there will be lots of people coming and going. 

India, and elsewhere are drying up as demand out-

With respect to those going, namely, the aging baby-

strips the supply of people with the needed skills. 

boomer generation (born 1946–1964), that genera-

Thus a 2007 survey of nearly 37,000 employers in

tion represents 37 percent of the workforce and most

27 countries by Manpower, Inc. found that 41

of senior corporate leadership (Washburn, 2007). 

percent of them are having trouble hiring the

Many of those individuals will be gone in the next

people they need (Coy & Ewing, 2007). As a

decade, although many may choose to continue

result, the McKinsey Global Institute predicts that

working past ‘‘normal’’ retirement age. A major con-

the supply of suitable labor will be squeezed in

cern is the potential loss of mission-critical institu-

Prague as early as 2007, that pockets of skills

tional knowledge. Knowledge management—the

shortages in India will appear by 2008 (e.g., in

identification and capture of institutional knowledge

Hyderabad), and that workforce growth will decline

and individual expertise—has great potential to

in China starting in 2012. 

address this problem. 

An ongoing challenge for multinational corpora-

Too often, unfortunately, knowledge manage-

tions, therefore, is to make the most of the global

ment has been associated with specific technologies
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or narrow processes like records management. While

government has adopted a four-pronged strategy:

this is valuable, organizations must not ignore how

(1) encouraging immigrants to come to Finland; 

to capture, catalog, and retain other, more tacit

(2) encouraging older workers to keep working; 

knowledge (e.g., judgment, decision making, and

(3) pushing students to finish their studies earlier; 

‘‘how work really gets done’’) when employees leave

and finally, (4) to encourage the unemployed to

(Davidson, Lepeak, & Newman, 2007). Evidence

seek jobs, the government is offering opportunities

from 2,046 organizations that responded to a recent

for retraining and subsidized moving expenses, as

survey indicates, unfortunately, that only 4 percent

well as offering economic incentives to employers

of them have a formal process of transferring knowl-

to hire workers in high-unemployment areas

edge from retiring boomers to other employees. 

(Anderson, 2007). 

Slightly less than a quarter of them have an informal

process, but 44 percent do not have a process and

Finding and Keeping Older Workers:

have no plans to develop one (Gurchiek, 2007). 

The Response of Some U.S. Companies

Knowledge-transfer programs may assume sev-

In the United States, progressive companies are

eral different forms, from those that are tech-

taking steps now to recruit and retain workers over

nology-based, to ample documentation, to pairings

50. In recruitment, Home Depot and the CVS

of baby boomers with younger managers for this

drugstore chain offer programs to bring retirees

specific purpose. That process should begin with a

back to the workforce. Both companies feature pic-

clear understanding of the retention, retirement, 

tures of older workers on their websites and have

recruitment, and training dynamics of current

made their hiring and screening practices age-neu-

employees, not a reactive approach to monitoring

tral. In terms of flexibility, some employers have

the workforce (Davidson et al., 2007). One useful

implemented so-called phased-retirement programs, 

place to begin is by examining the retirement elig-

in which employees can move into retirement gra-

ibility of current workers, coupled with an analysis of

dually by reducing their work schedules and pro-

the time and costs required to fill a vacant position

rating their salaries and benefits. Carondelet Health

(Cascio & Boudreau, 2008). This type of informa-

Network of Tucson, Arizona, has a seasonal-worker

tion can prove particularly useful in guiding strategy

program, where older employees work under three-, 

and future plans to respond to retiring or exiting

six-, or nine-month contracts. Finally, in terms of

workers. 

improving the work environment, particularly for

older workers, Baptist Health of South Florida

Baby-Boomer Retirements in Europe:

raised the height of its hospital beds in order to

The Case of Finland

ease back strain on employees caring for patients, 

In Europe, Finland will be the first country to

and Pinnacol Assurance of Denver implemented an

experience the rapid retirements of baby boomers, 

ergonomics program that reduced its workers’ com-

beginning in 2010. The exodus has dire implications

pensation costs by 38 percent (Cadrain, 2007). 

for the supply of workers available for hire, and for

the financing of the country’s generous pension and

Global Distribution of Generations

health systems (Anderson, 2007). Finland faces

Thus far the chapter has described the baby-

Europe’s demographic challenge first because its

boom generation from North American and

baby-boom generation was comparatively large, 

European perspectives. Unlike those areas, however, 

and it came immediately after World War II. 

where the biggest leap in population growth

Between 2005 and 2020 fully 40 percent of the

occurred after World War II, many developing

baby boomers are set to leave the workforce, 

nations experienced this leap in the late 1970s to

bringing the proportion of people over 65 to 25

early 1990s. As a result, the baby-boom generation

percent of the population. By 2030, the size of the

in many countries is actually several decades younger

population over 65 will increase by 70 percent, while

than that of the North American and European

the working-age population will fall by 10 percent. 

world, where the term emerged. The differences in

According to the Organization for Economic

timing of the baby booms, and disparities in the sizes

Cooperation and Development (OECD), these

of different generations, have a major impact on two

changes mean that the number of employed workers

key issues: immigration and the global competition

to each welfare-benefit recipient will drop from 1.7

for jobs (Generational differences, 2007). 

in 2007 to 1.0 by 2030. Shortages of skilled workers

Much of the increase in immigration—legal and

are appearing already. To counter these trends, the

illegal—is a result of the baby boomers of the
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developing world reaching working age in countries

offshoring as manufacturing jobs are. To illustrate, 

where there are not enough jobs for all of these new

consider a recent study by Princeton economist and

young workers to fill. Higher emigration rates from

former Vice-Chairman of the Federal Reserve, Alan

developing countries may also be an opportunity, 

Blinder (Wessel & Davis, 2007). He ranked 817

however, for those countries that are able to take

occupations described by the Bureau of Labor

economic advantage of these outflows. Economists

Statistics in terms of how likely each is to go overseas. 

describe the demographic balance that has the ideal

His conclusion: 30 to 40 million jobs are vulnerable, 

proportion of prime working-age people between

not the 3 to 4 million that have been proposed

the ages of 25 and 54 (compared to children and

previously. While it is well known that manufac-

retirees) as the ‘‘demographic sweet spot.’’ India and

turing jobs have been migrating to places like China

the developing countries of East Asia, in particular, 

and Eastern Europe, it is less widely recognized that

have been cited as places that have benefited greatly

many service jobs also are vulnerable. A key distinc-

from this ‘‘demographic dividend’’ (Generational

tion is services that must be done in the United

differences, 2007). 

States versus those that can—or will—be delivered

electronically. Figure 2.1 shows graphically the

Global Competition for Jobs

results of his analysis. 

Among young workers entering the labor mar-

Jobs with characteristics like the following are

kets of industrialized countries in North America

most likely to be targeted for offshoring (Bardhan

and Europe, intense global competition with other

& Kroll, 2006):

young workers around the world for the best jobs is

• No face-to-face customer-service requirement; 

now a fact of life. When the members of Generations

• High information content; 

X (born from 1965 to 1980) and Y (born after 1980)

• Internet-enabled work processes that can be

were growing up, trends such as the large-scale

accomplished via telework; 

entrance of women into the workforce, the off-

• Large differentials in wages in an occupation

shoring of white-collar jobs, and the decline of

between target and source countries; 

unions and the manufacturing sector were already

• Low set-up barriers; 

well under way. Today’s young workers, however, 

• Low requirements for social networking. 

are the first to begin their careers in a world where

many white-collar, knowledge-based jobs that

As the need for highly educated workers has

require a college education are as vulnerable to

grown, firms have used advances in information

Computer

programmers, 

Financial

389,090

analysts, 180,910

Microbiologists, 

Data-entry

15,250

keyers, 296,700

Actuaries, 15,770

Film/video

editors, 15,200

Medical

transcription, 

90,380

Interpreters/translators, 

21,930

Bookeeping, 

auditing clerks, 

Economists, 

1,815,340

12,470

Graphic

designers, 

178,530

Figure 2.1 Types and numbers of jobs that are ‘‘highly offshorable.’’ Source data presented by Blinder, A., in Wessel, D., & Davis, B. 

(2007, March 28). Pain from free trade spurs second thoughts. The Wall Street Journal, p. A4. 
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and communications technology, facilitated by the

be able to trust his or her supervisor and few people

Internet, to employ skilled knowledge workers wher-

actually relish change, while we all like feedback and

ever they may be. This has created a highly compe-

rewards that are distributed fairly. 

titive environment where education, coupled with

Unfortunately there is often a disconnect

basic and applied skills, is crucial to ensuring earning

between what people want and what they actually

power. Basic knowledge comprises areas such as the

get, as a study by RainmakerThinking of more than

following: written, spoken, and reading comprehen-

500 managers in 40 different organizations found. 

sion of the English language, mathematics, science, 

Results indicated that few managers consistently

economics, arts and humanities, foreign languages, 

provide their direct reports with what Rainmaker

history, and geography. Applied skills include critical

calls the five management basics. These are: clear

thinking and problem solving, teamwork and colla-

statements of what’s expected of each employee; 

boration, applications of information technology, 

explicit and measurable goals and deadlines; detailed

leadership, creativity and innovation, self-reliance, 

evaluation of each person’s work; clear feedback; and

and a commitment to lifelong learning (Genera-

rewards distributed fairly. Only 10 percent of man-

tional differences, 2007). 

agers provided all five of the basics at least once a

At the same time that higher education is more

week. Only 25 percent did so once a month. About a

critical than ever to sustained earning power, the

third failed to provide them even once a year

proportion of workers with high school diplomas

(Tulgan, 2004)! Clearly, there is much room for

and college degrees in the United States could actu-

improvement in these areas. 

ally be set to decline, at least modestly. This scenario

The Center for Creative Leadership study also

is possible because the greatest increase in popula-

suggests that many differences in values and atti-

tion growth in the United States is among the racial

tudes that people perceive across generations are

and ethnic groups that have, on average, lower levels

actually the result of different contexts. For example, 

of educational attainment (Stoops, 2004). In con-

the study found that resistance to change had much

trast, workers in the baby-boom generation, many of

more to do with what a person stood to gain or lose

whom are expected to retire in the next decade, are

from the change than with his or her age (Deal, 

among the most highly educated. To be sure, the

2006). In general, older workers have more to lose, 

nation still has the world’s highest proportion of

but many younger workers have identical anxieties. 

workers over the age of 40 with a college degree. 

Other research has debunked similar myths. Here

With respect to the proportion of young people with

are three of them (Kadlec, 2007):

college degrees, however, many emerging economies

appear poised to surpass the United States, and

1. Members of Generations X and Y Lack a Strong

already have the balance of their educated popula-

Work Ethic

tion

tipped

toward

their

youngest

workers

Fact: It’s more a matter of work style. Members

(Generational differences, 2007). At the very time, 

of the younger generations observed that work was

therefore, when the members of Generations X and

central to their parents’ identities. They saw them

Y are facing growing competition for jobs from

get downsized despite their company loyalty, and

young people in other countries, as a group they

watched them strain to juggle their careers and

may be less equipped to deal with it because of a

their families. Younger generations want job

comparative lack of education. 

experience as well as balance between their lives at

work and outside of work. That doesn’t mean they

What Everyone Wants: Similarities in Values

won’t get the job done. If they have to, they will

Across Generations

work from the beach on their laptops. In the office, 

Differences across generations by size, diversity, 

they focus, finish, and leave. The lesson is clear: look

and rates of education do affect generations in

at the results, not the process. 

unique ways, but research also reveals that younger

2. Members of Generations X and Y Disrespect

and older generations actually share many values in

Their Elders

common. Thus a seven-year study of more than

Fact: Rather than take things on faith, 20- and

3,000 corporate leaders by the Center for Creative

30-somethings want to know why they are being

Leadership found that employees of all ages want

asked to perform a task. This is not disrespect. They

similar things from their work and they share

just have more options than baby boomers did at

common values about what matters most—family, 

their age. Baby boomers got ahead by doing what

respect, and trust (Deal, 2006). Everyone wants to

they were told, and many of them expect younger
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workers to fall in line similarly. Yet if older workers environmental engineer; biochemist and biophysi-are clear in what they expect and explain the reasons

cist; sales manager; epidemiologist; computer-

behind a particular assignment, younger workers will

system analyst; and marketing manager. Note how

respond. 

virtually all of them are tacit in nature. Before we get

3. Members of Generations X and Y Prefer to Go It

too carried away with this theme, however, consider

Alone

that after the expected wave of baby-boomer retire-

Fact: Baby boomers accustomed to face time, 

ments over the next several years, experts predict

as in a meeting, may misread the preference of

robust hiring in such ‘‘old-line’’ industries as utilities, 

younger workers for tech time (communicating

railroads, community colleges, and local govern-

online using e-mail or text messaging)

as

ments (Washburn, 2007). 

isolationist. In fact, it is anything but that—if one

knows how to use the tools. 

Career-Management Strategies

Although the primary and final responsibility for

The final two sections of the chapter examine

career development rests with each employee, orga-

topics that should be of major interest in the chan-

nizations have complementary responsibilities. 

ging world of work: the types of new jobs being

Organizations are responsible for communicating

created, and career-management strategies to capita-

to employees where they want to go and how they

lize on the kinds of trends we have described. 

plan to get there (the overall strategy), providing

employees with as much information about the

Types of New Jobs Being Created

business as possible, and responding to the career

Study after study has shown that talent has

initiatives of employees with candid, complete infor-

become the world’s most sought-after commodity, 

mation. One of the most important contributions an

and the changing nature of work makes knowledge

organization can make to each employee’s develop-

workers ever more critical to organizational (and

ment is to provide him or her with honest perfor-

national) competitiveness (The Economist, 2006). 

mance feedback about current job performance. 


To illustrate, consider three types of jobs identified

Employees, in turn, are responsible for knowing

by the McKinsey Global Institute:

what their skills, strengths, and capabilities are, 

•

what assistance they need from their employers, 

Transformational—extracting raw materials

asking for that assistance, and preparing themselves

and converting them into finished goods; 

•

to assume new responsibilities—if that is what they

Transactional—interactions

that

can

be

want. If not, then employees are responsible for

scripted or automated; 

•

communicating their intentions to their bosses. 

Tacit—complex interactions involving a high

Career self-reliance, or career resilience, does not

level of judgment. Tacit knowledge, as we noted

mean free agency. Rather, each individual needs to

earlier, is personal and context-specific, and it is

become an ‘‘informed opportunist,’’ combining

difficult to formalize and communicate (Rynes, 

accurate information with a flexible, opportunistic

Bartunek, & Daft, 2001). 

approach to his or her career (Cascio, 2010). 

McKinsey argues that over the past six years the

This approach to career management can be

number of jobs that emphasize ‘‘tacit interactions’’

summed up as follows: assign employees the respon-

has grown 2.5 times as fast as the number of transac-

sibility for managing their own careers, then provide

tional jobs, and 3 times as fast as employment in

the support they need to do it. This support takes

general. These jobs now make up 40 percent of the

different forms in different organizations, but

U.S. labor market and account for 70 percent of the

usually includes components such as opportunities

jobs created since 1998. The same thing is bound to

for self-assessment and personal career planning, 

happen in developing countries as they get richer

training for supervisors on how to provide relevant

(The Economist, 2006). 

information and to question the logic of employees’

More specifically, consider the ‘‘best’’ jobs in the

career plans, and lots of opportunities for training

United States from 2005 through 2009, based on

and leadership development. Steps like these will

projected job growth (through 2012), salary poten-

enable employees to position themselves to assume

tial, education level, and room for innovation and

jobs that are critical to the success of their organiza-

creativity (Quinn, 2005). Here are 10 of the top 25:

tions. After all, the world of work is changing dra-

personal

financial

advisor; 

medical

scientist; 

matically, and it is important to understand how it is

computer-software

engineer; 

chiropractor; 

changing, so that whether young or old, you can take
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maximum advantage of opportunities that present

• Managing Change

themselves. In the chapters that follow, this volume

How can we teach people to embrace change? 

explores how lessons from the research and practice

What is the role of change-management in the

of positive psychology can enable us to do so. 

innovation process? How can leaders accelerate the

change-management process? 

Conclusion

• Increasing Diversity

The overall objective of this chapter was to

How can we link the broad concept of diversity

explore some key trends that will affect work, 

(e.g., of thought, of approaches to innovation and

workers, and management in the coming decades. 

change, of orientation toward teamwork) to

Before doing that, however, we examined how

improved performance at the individual, team, and

change itself has changed, for it is no longer exclu-

organizational levels? 

sively additive or linear. We then examined the

impacts of technology and e-commerce on compa-

Implications for Practice

nies in a variety of industries, demographic changes, 

• Twenty-first-century

organizations

must

and the impending issue of global demand exceeding

manage in an environment characterized by change

the

supply

of

people

with

needed

skills. 

more than by stability; they are organized around

Demographic changes, in particular the aging of

networks, not rigid hierarchies; they are built on

the workforce in North American and Western

shifting partnerships and alliances, not self-

European nations, sharpens the need for effective

sufficiency; 

and

they

are

constructed

on

knowledge management, and also the need to find

technological advantages, not bricks and mortar. 

and keep older workers. Another key trend is the

• Managing an extended network of suppliers will

global distribution of generations in organizations, 

require more transparency, better communication, 

and with that is the need to understand generational

greater trust, and genuine reciprocity, as client-

similarities and differences. The chapter concluded

service-provider relationships shift from adversarial to

by examining the types of new jobs being created, 

collaborative, from procurement to partnership. 

together with career-management strategies that will

• In most developed countries around the world, 

allow members of all generations to capitalize on

we can expect fewer younger workers, and more

these current and emerging changes. 

older workers. As labor markets for many types of

skill sets tighten, expect to see shorter employment

Directions for Research

relationships, 

and

more

contingent

work, 

The kinds of issues described above suggest sev-

independent contracting, and other free-market

eral important directions for research. Here is a small

arrangements. Prepare now for these impending

sample of some of them (Cascio & Aguinis, 2008). 

human-capital changes. 

• Develop multiple strategies to capture, catalog, 

• Leadership Development

and retain tacit knowledge (e.g., judgment, decision

How might an organization identify and

making, and ‘‘how work really gets done’’) when

develop ‘‘ambidextrous’’ leaders who can inspire

employees leave. 

and motivate both older and younger generations

• Whetherworkersareyoungorold,however,take

of workers? What approaches to training can help

steps now to ensure that managers consistently provide

organizational members acquire these leadership

their direct reports with the five management basics. 

skills? 

These are: clear statements of what’s expected of each

• Retirements of Baby Boomers

employee; explicit and measurable goals and deadlines; 

What are the relative merits of alternative

detailed evaluation of each person’s work; clear

strategies for preserving institutional memory? 

feedback; and rewards distributed fairly. 

What features of the work environment or the

structure of work itself might make retirement less
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Generation Me and the Changing World

of Work

Jean M. Twenge and Stacy M. Campbell

Abstract

For many organizations, the upcoming retirement of the Baby Boomers and the influx of the younger generations to the workplace will prove to be challenging. In this chapter, we review empirical data on generational differences and provide descriptions of how the average member of the young generation (labeled Generation Me) compares in personality traits and attitudes with the average member of earlier generations. Most changes in generations have occurred gradually over time, in a linear fashion. With increases in self-esteem, narcissism, and the importance of leisure time, expectations for work–life balance, salary, and fulfillment have also increased among the younger generation. The result— a widening gap between what Generation Me expects from the workplace and reality—may explain why there has also been an increase in anxiety and depression over the generations. Implications of these generational differences and suggestions to assist in the management of today’s multi-generational workforce are discussed. 

Keywords: generations, work–life balance, expectations

Today’s workplace is constantly changing. New

generations working side by side at organizations

technologies, the globalization of markets, and the

across the United States: (1) the Traditionalists

changing needs and values of today’s employees

(aka the Veterans, the Silent Generation) born

require organizations to adapt to remain competi-

before 1945, who grew up during World War II

tive. For many organizations, the changes associated

and the 1950s; (2) the Baby Boomers, born 1946–

with the employee pool can be the most proble-

1964, who grew up during the Vietnam War and

matic. New technology comes with an owner’s

Watergate; (3) Generation X, born 1965–1980, 

manual, whereas the new generation of employees

who grew up with televisions, microwaves, compu-

does not. 

ters, 

and

MTV; 

and

(4)

Generation

Me

Many of the changes in today’s workforce stem

(aka Generation Y, Millennials, or iGen) born

from generational diversity. The 22-year-old born in

1980–2000, who grew up with the Internet, iPods, 

the 1980s and the 70-year-old born in the 1930s will

and the threat of global terrorism. While this mix of

have very different perspectives as a result of the time

generations adds valuable diversity to the workforce, 

period in which they grew up. Growing up in the

it also adds complexity for organizations. The gen-

1990s, for example, was a fundamentally different

erations view career development, benefits, and

experience than growing up in the 1940s or 1950s. 

work-life balance very differently. Obviously not

Each generation is influenced by broad forces (i.e., 

every Traditionalist, Baby Boomer, GenXer or

parents, peers, media, critical economic and social

GenMe’er fits within their generational stereotype; 

events, and popular culture) that create different

however, acknowledging these generational differ-

value systems. In the 2000s, there are four different

ences is critical for the recruitment, development, 
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retention, and overall satisfaction of employees and

workforce; some also confirm the changes in more

is thus a vital link to understanding changing work-

demographically representative samples of children

place practices. Even if the generations are more

or high school students (Twenge et al., 2004; 

similar than they are different, it is the differences

Twenge & Campbell, 2008). The database includes

that cause problems within organizations. 

2 million people who completed at least one person-

But what are these generational differences? How

ality, attitude, or behavior scale between the 1940s

are Baby Boomers different from GenX? What is

and the present. This method allows the analysis of

different about GenMe? Until recently, information

generational effects because the samples are the same

on how the generations differ psychologically was

age and filled out the same questionnaire but did so

difficult to come by. Some authors, like William

at different points in historical time. In contrast, a

Strauss and Neil Howe, theorized that generations

study that collects data at only one time (known as a

came in cycles. They supported this theory with data

cross-sectional study) cannot determine if differ-

on larger trends in society, such as crime rates, birth

ences are due to age or to generation. Most work-

rates, and divorce rates (e.g., Strauss & Howe, 

place interviews and surveys, for example, cannot

1991). For example, they noted that GenXers (in

determine if young employees’ high expectations

their calculation, born 1961–1981) were more likely

are due to a generational shift or the idealism of

to have experienced their parents’ divorce; thus, they

youth that all generations have displayed to an

should be more cynical, alienated, and depressed. 

extent. Thus, the method used here separates the

However, no psychological data on cynicism, aliena-

influences of age and generation. The analyses on

tion, or depression was presented. They also argued

college students control for changes in these popula-

that the generation born 1982–1999, whom they

tions (e.g., gender composition); changes in other

labeled Millennials, will cycle back to the ‘‘Greatest

demographics (race, income) have been surprisingly

Generation’’ personality of the youth of World

small. 

War II and will be dutiful, group-oriented, and

The studies reviewed in this article describe

anti-individualistic (Howe & Strauss, 2000). 

changes in averages across the generations, so there

Again, however, no psychological data was supplied. 

will always be exceptions. These are not stereotypes, 

Other authors have specifically addressed the

but descriptions of how the average member of the

problem of generations in the workplace. Books

young generation compares in personality traits to

such as When Generations Collide (Lancaster & 

the average members of earlier generations. For the

Stillman, 2003), Generations at Work (Zemke, 

most part, these studies find steady, linear change

Raines, & Filipczak, 1999), and Managing Genera-

rather than the cycles or sudden generational shifts

tion X (Tulgan, 2003) relied on case studies, inter-

suggested by others (e.g., Howe & Strauss, 2000). 

views, anecdotal stories, and qualitative surveys. 

The changes in generations, just like the changes in

Although these books provided an intriguing picture

society’s culture, occur gradually and take time to

of how generational differences might impact the

appear in individuals’ personality traits and atti-

workplace, they were hindered by the dearth of

tudes. For example, many generational studies find

empirical, quantitative data on how the generations

increases in individualism. Baby Boomers were cer-

differ—particularly whether they differ in their

tainly an individualistic generation, but they did not

underlying psychology. 

become so until young adulthood, and did so in

In this chapter, we review the data from studies of

moderation. Their upbringing in the 1950s and

generational differences in psychological traits and

early 1960s grounded them in non-individualistic

attitudes, and discuss how these empirical results

attitudes, which may explain why they took the

translate into understanding generations at work

ironic step of exploring the self in groups and

and changing workplace practices. These studies

teams (e.g., protest groups, est seminars). The gen-

employ a unique method that one of us labeled

erations who followed, GenX and GenMe, con-

cross-temporal meta-analysis (e.g., Twenge, Zhang, 

tinued the emphasis on the individual that grew

& Im, 2004). This method gathers journal articles

year after year as more young people took it for

and dissertations that administered a psychological

granted that one should focus on the self (for a

scale (e.g., the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, the

more extensive treatment of this issue, see Twenge, 

Narcissistic Personality Inventory) and analyzes

2006). GenMe is more individualistic than GenX

how average scores change over decades. Most of

because they have continued the trend. For most

these studies examine college students, the popula-

traits, generational change is steadily moving in

tion most likely to enter

the professional

one direction and not reversing. This might occur

26

G E N E R A T I O N M E A N D T H E C H A N G I N G W O R L D O F W O R K

partially because parents pass on their values to their relationships, as they have a difficult time taking

children. The Baby Boomers may be individualistic, 

someone else’s perspective. In the long run, narcis-

but their GenMe children (those born in the 1970s, 

sists are less successful as they take more for them-

1980s, and 1990s) have taken it to the next level. On

selves and deplete common resources (Campbell, 

average, the generational changes are about .20 stan-

Bush, Brunell, & Shelton, 2005). 

dard deviations for each 10-year difference in birth

Why are younger generations higher in self-

year. Thus, employees 25 years apart in age will, on

esteem and narcissism? Looking at the environment

average, differ on many personality traits by .50

in which the younger generation was raised provides

standard deviations, a moderate effect size in psy-

some insight. Many people born since 1970 and

chology. Employees 50 years apart will, on average, 

especially since 1980 have been raised to place them-

differ by a full standard deviation, considered a large

selves first, often with the reasoning that ‘‘it’s an

effect size. In the rest of the chapter, we outline

increasingly competitive world, and you have to

the key psychological differences among the genera-

look out for yourself.’’ Television, schools, and the

tions and note how these differences affect the

media promoted core cultural values expressed in

workplace. 

aphorisms like ‘‘Believe in yourself and anything is

possible’’ and ‘‘You can be anything you want to be’’

Change in Self-Focused Traits and High

(Twenge, 2006). Preschoolers were taught to sing

Expectations

‘‘I am special’’ and kids on youth sports teams all got

Self-esteem, unrealistically positive self-views, 

trophies whether their team won or not. 

assertiveness, individualistic traits, and narcissism

The increase in self-esteem, individualism, and

are up in college student and high school samples

narcissism may be part of the reason why the gap

(Twenge, 1997, 2001; Twenge & Campbell, 2001, 

between expectations and reality has widened over

2008; Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & 

the generations. For example, 51 percent of high

Bushman, 2008). More recent generations are

school students in 2000 expected to earn a graduate

more likely to agree with self-esteem items such as

degree, even though only 9 percent are likely to

‘‘I take a positive attitude toward myself’’ and ‘‘On

actually do so. In 1976, only half as many high

the whole, I am satisfied with myself.’’ Younger

school students (27%) predicted this outcome

generations, particularly young women, score

(Reynolds, Stewart, Sischo, & MacDonald, 2006). 

higher on measures of assertiveness than previous

In a USA Today poll a few years ago, teens predicted

generations did and describe themselves with more

that they would be earning, on average, $75,000 a

individualistic adjectives such as ‘‘independent,’’

year by the time they were 30, even though the

‘‘forceful,’’ ‘‘competitive,’’ and ‘‘have leadership

average income of a 30-year-old that year was

ability.’’ GenMe is also more confident of their

$27,000, or about a third of the teens’ aspirations. 

future performance. While two-thirds of Boomers

Young workers expect a very different workplace

(high school students in the mid-1970s) agreed that

than the one where their parents worked. As a

they would be ‘‘very good’’ workers on a job someday

September 2007 Business Week article explained, 

(the highest rating), three-fourths of 2006 high

this generation has ‘‘high expectations and demand

school graduates expected this stellar outcome. 

meaningful work, constructive feedback, and posi-

Thus the sizable majority of young people

tions of influence within their organizations’’

now expect to be in the top 20 percent for

(Gerdes, 2007). Today’s employees expect to be

performance. 

excited by the vision of the company, its manage-

Younger generations are also more likely to agree

ment, and the opportunities they will have to make

with narcissism items such as ‘‘If I ruled the world it

contributions. They want to make suggestions right

would be a better place,’’ ‘‘I think I am a special

away and expect to be promoted quickly. In their

person,’’ and ‘‘I can live my life any way I want to.’’

book The Xers and the Boomers (2000), Claire Raines

Narcissists are not just confident but over-confident, 

and Jim Hunt relate the story of a young man who

believing that they are special and that their skills are

met with his manager and declared that he expected

above average even when they are not. Perhaps as a

to be a vice president at the company within three

result, narcissism does not lead to better perfor-

years. When the manager told him this was not

mance in the long run, and often leads to actions

realistic, as most vice presidents were in their 60s, 

that negatively impact others and the organization

the young man got angry with him and said, ‘‘You

(Judge, LePine, & Rich, 2006; Penney & Spector, 

should encourage me and help me fulfill my

2002). Narcissists also have trouble in interpersonal

expectations.’’
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Many managers have noticed that the younger

As just one illustration of this viewpoint, Ryan

generation expects more praise for their work. This is

Healy (born in the mid-1980s) wrote on the website

consistent with the rise in self-esteem and narcissism; 

Employee Evolution, 

in fact, both trends may have a common base in the

Today, I regularly use technology such as Wikipedia

education philosophy of the 1980s and 1990s

and Facebook which gives me the freedom to create the

emphasizing self-esteem and good feelings. As docu-

content I want to see and erase the content I don’t. Is it

mented in a recent Wall Street Journal article

any wonder that the insane bureaucracy that the

(Zaslow, 2007), some companies have hired ‘‘cele-

corporate world thrives on is incredibly difficult for me

bration assistants’’ to administer reward programs. 

to adapt to? As our generation enters the workforce, 

Other managers have less formal programs, realizing

strict, top-down corporations will face a huge problem

that the young generation needs more, and more

trying to retain [young] talent. Companies will

frequent, feedback than previous generations

eventually have to adapt and change their fundamental

expected. The article interviewed David Foster, 60, 

structure from one of command and control to one of

a partner at a Washington, D.C., law firm. Foster

communication, trust, and knowledge sharing. 

and his partners realized a few years ago that their

young associates needed to hear more often that they

How much corporations can afford to adapt to this

were valued and had done a good job. They have

generation is an open question, but it is clear that

made a concerted effort to do so even though this

many young people are entering organizations with

represents a radical shift from the atmosphere they

the expectation of relative equality and the belief that

recall from their young adulthood. When he was a

they are just as competent as someone who has years

young lawyer, Foster says, ‘‘If you weren’t getting

of experience. Some of this is based on skill with

yelled at, you felt like that was praise.’’

technology such as web pages and texting. Although

While World War II taught people to make

technological skill is a major advantage of this gen-

sacrifices and be patient, the Information Age has

eration, some managers point out that other skills

taught a generation that you never have to wait for

and knowledge are also necessary for success in

anything. GenMe is looking for opportunities to

organizations. 

gain twenty years of experience in two years. 

In addition to rapid growth, young employees

Furthermore, the young generation does not view

also expect fulfillment and meaning in their work. 

age, seniority, and rank as measures of accomplish-

Financial Times writer Thomas Barlow (1999) noted

ment or expertise. Unlike an earlier time when

that ‘‘The idea has grown up, in recent years, that

people admired their elders and followed them to

work should not be just . . . a way to make money, 

victory, this generation does not see age as a domi-

support a family, or gain social prestige but should

nant characteristic for leadership. For GenX and

provide a rich and fulfilling experience in and of

GenMe, the old command and control leadership

itself. Jobs are no longer just jobs; they are lifestyle

is a thing of the past. The top-down leadership style

options.’’ Many twentysomethings interviewed in

based on the military is not effective in today’s world

Quarterlife Crisis (Robbins & Wilner, 2001)

of rapid change. Today’s young leaders act first and

agreed, like one young woman, that if ‘‘she wasn’t

evaluate later, because a leader cannot afford to care-

both proud of and fulfilled by her job, then it was

fully evaluate first in the high-speed environment of

not a job worth having.’’ Several young interviewees

today. The Internet and instantaneous access to

were looking to quit their jobs, including one young

news and information has made knowledge much

man who wanted to quit his ‘‘dream’’ job working on

more available at an earlier age. In an era of com-

Capitol Hill because, ‘‘it’s not fulfilling.’’ Some of

plexity and change, young people look for managers

this fulfillment comes from having an impact and

who work with employees as competent allies rather

understanding why work matters. Instead of empha-

than passive subordinates. They want managers who

sizing duty like some previous generations, GenMe

will develop relationships that show trust and respect

wants to know why they are doing what they’re

for them, their abilities, and their ideas. Research has

doing. Many managers have found that they get

increasingly focused on this increasing need for com-

better results from young employees if they explain

petence, as well as belongingness and autonomy. 

exactly why their task or assignment is important. 

According to self-determination theory (Deci & 

Researchers have recently begun to focus on the

Ryan, 2000), satisfying these human needs is essen-

idea of work engagement and how it relates to the

tial for the personal well-being and social develop-

meaningful work expected by the younger genera-

ment among today’s employees. 

tion. Kahn (1990) introduced the concept of
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personal engagement with work as ‘‘the harnessing of

the commitment to having a balanced life in which

organizational members’ selves to their work roles; in

work is only one segment of a full life. 

engagement, people employ and express themselves

The need for work-life balance is not a new issue

physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role

(see Baltes, Clark, & Chakrabarti, Chapter 16, this

performances’’ (p. 694). Employee engagement cap-

volume). Since the 1980s, researchers have been

tures the willingness and readiness of employees to

calling for family-responsive workplaces. During

devote personal energy resources to the fulfillment of

the 1990s, with more Baby Boomer women

their work roles (Maslach & Leiter, 1997). It has

climbing the corporate ladder, work-life conflict

gained momentum as a research topic as more and

increased (Duxbury & Higgins, 2001). With the

more of today’s workers express their need to be

American population aging, a strong economy, and

fulfilled by their job, the desire to gain a sense of

low unemployment, work-life balance continues to

significance from one’s work, and want to devote

be an issue for organizations. But among GenMe, 

energies to work-related endeavors. 

work-life balance is almost equally important to both

Work engagement goes beyond satisfaction or

men and women. As a result, organizations are

commitment and has been linked to beneficial

forced to rethink policies and practices aimed at

outcomes for both individuals and organizations

securing this work-life balance. Today’s work/life

(Gubman, 2004; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 

programs are less gender-specific. In addition to the

2002; Kahn, 1992; Stairs & Galpin, Chapter

traditional practices of flextime and on-site daycare, 

13, this volume). Recent academic research has

many of today’s companies (e.g. SAS, Google, 

linked engagement to various positive outcomes, 

Cisco) offer workers a slew of benefits (e.g., on-site

including aiding individuals in deriving benefits

dental care and dry cleaning) billed as ‘‘balance

from stressful work, developing organizational

enhancers’’ for their young employees. These com-

commitment and reducing turnover intentions, 

panies have realized that positive work-life outcomes

and fostering good health and positive affect

for employees are key factors in retaining both male

among workers (Britt, Adler, & Bartone, 2001; 

and female employees and thus ingredients for suc-

Crabtree, 2005; Harter et al., 2002; Sonnentag, 

cessful business strategy. 

2003). Additionally, engagement is expected to

influence

employee

performance

(Crabtree, 

Change in the Need for Social Approval

2005). Thus, finding ways to engage all genera-

and Formality of the Workplace

tions would be beneficial. 

Younger generations also score lower on a trait

In addition to the growth and meaningfulness of

called need for social approval, or the concern with

work, the younger generation expects to achieve this

others’ viewpoints and impressions (Crowne & 

while maintaining a work-life balance. The idea of

Marlowe, 1960; Twenge & Im, 2007). Thus younger

‘‘balance’’ is a fundamental value in the younger gen-

employees will be more likely to question authority

erations [at least in qualitative data such as that pre-

and challenge the status quo. Today’s younger gen-

sented in When Generations Collide (Lancaster & 

eration is also less likely to dress formally. The

Stillman, 2003)]. This value may also be explained

informal attire they favored in college is making its

by

the

individualism, 

self-focus, 

and

anti-

way into the workplace as many organizations have

hierarchical bent of this generation shown in quanti-

extended ‘‘business casual’’ to more than just Fridays. 

tative data (Twenge, 2006). GenMe views time com-

A creative, fun culture which includes casual day every

mitments and career advances very systematically and

day and foosball (a game of table football) during

has different perceptions of what makes an employee

lunch and breaks is an attraction for young

dedicated. Whereas older generations see long hours

employees. 

and punctuality as signs of dedication, the younger

The younger generation is also informal in their

generation focuses on quality and quantity of work

methods of communication. Whereas older genera-

completed (Burke, 2004). GenMe doesn’t under-

tions see long hours, professionalism, and punctu-

stand why they have to stay at work if they’ve finished

ality as signs of dedication, the younger generation

all that was expected of them. This generation is also

questions the idea of ‘‘face time.’’ Different genera-

more open about their parenting obligations and

tions also prefer different methods of communica-

commitments, and expects time off for family func-

tion. Whereas the older generation prefers face to

tions. It is not an aversion to work that prompts their

face, the younger generation uses text messaging, 

actions, but a difference in the perception of what it

IM, MySpace pages, and other electronic forms

means to be a ‘‘good’’ worker and the value placed on

(though the youngest of them sometimes disdain

T W E N G E , C A M P B E L L
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e-mail as too slow). The decrease in social approval

satisfaction and organizational commitment when-

can also be seen in e-mail messages of the younger

ever they do perceive support from the organization. 

generation, which are often so informal that they use

Thus, there is some opportunity here for organiza-

texting shorthand. One implication is that organiza-

tions to use this increase in external locus of control

tions should communicate significant information

to their benefit by increasing perceived organiza-

in more than one way, increasing the likelihood that

tional support. 

all employees get the message in a way that makes

So what influences employees’ beliefs that the

them comfortable regardless of generation. 

organization cares about their well-being and sup-

ports them? How do employees, especially externals

Change in Locus of Control and Its Impact

(individuals who believe that behavior is guided by

on Beliefs About Work

fate, luck, or other external factors; Rotter, 1966), 

Locus of control is an important personal trait for

know that the organization values their individual

describing individual differences and predicting beha-

contributions and that they make a difference? 

vior in organizational settings (Rotter, 1966). People

According to researchers, perceived organizational

with an internal locus of control (internals) have high

support

(POS; 

Eisenberger, 

Huntington, 

expectancies of their ability to control events, whereas

Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986) is inferred from orga-

those with an external locus of control (externals) have

nizational policies, practice, and treatment. Strong

a low expectancy of their ability to control events and

POS is positively linked to organizational commit-

outcomes associated with their lives (Rotter, 1966). 

ment and in-role and extra-role performance and

Over the last few decades, college students have

negatively related to withdrawal behaviors such as

become increasingly external in their control beliefs

absenteeism and turnover (Rhodes & Eisenberger, 

(Twenge et al., 2004). That is, GenMe employees are

2002). A recent study found that after managers

more likely than older generations to agree that ‘‘The

listened to needs of externals and tried to offer sup-

world is run by the few people in power, and there is

port, externals responded with significant increases

not much the little guy can do about it,’’ ‘‘Getting a

in satisfaction and organizational commitment

good job depends mainly on being in the right place

(Chiu, Chien, Lin, & Hsiao 2005). Thus, human

at the right time,’’ and ‘‘Who gets to be boss often

resource practices such as personalized counseling

depends upon who was lucky enough to be in

and development programs that focus on individual

the right place first.’’ Although it seems counterintui-

perception of work and promote an employee-

tive that a highly individualistic generation would

friendly environment and organizational support

have an external locus of control, it may be a

may modify externals’ negative reactions. 

mechanism for preserving treasured self-esteem

Team projects may also benefit workers with an

when things go wrong. Individualism also promotes

external locus of control, as externals believe that

the idea that collective action (e.g., in politics) is likely

their performance is due in part to factors unrelated

to be fruitless. 

to ability or effort. Externals may prefer to work

The increase in external locus of control has

collectively because the probability of success may

implications for attitudes, perceptions, and beha-

be higher due to more individuals contributing (Eby

viors in work settings. First, externals are more

& Dobbins, 1997). Organizations continue to use

likely to blame others and luck when things go

work teams to streamline processes, enhance

wrong, and less likely to take responsibility for fail-

employee participation, and improve quality. Orga-

ures. Blau (1987) showed that internals exert greater

nizations’ use of teams helps shift the emphasis of

efforts to personally control their environment. 

individual orientation to team-based work. Working

Externals take a more passive role and are more

in teams sets up this shared accountability so that

likely to want to be pushed by their organizations

employees are held accountable but share in

before doing certain things (Blau, 1987). They view

resulting rewards and losses. On the other hand, 

themselves as powerless to control day-to-day life

employees high in narcissism may not perform well

and attribute outcomes to external variables such as

in groups, so the decision to emphasize individual

company policies, procedures, and relationships

versus teamwork should reflect the traits of a parti-

among colleagues. However, research has also

cular employee and the needs of the organization. 

shown that externals are more strongly affected by

job satisfaction than internals (Griffeth & Hom, 

Changes in Anxiety and Depression

1988). Additionally, externals are more sensitive to

The available evidence suggests that anxiety and

organizational support and report stronger job

depression are now more common even apart from
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more frequent diagnosis and treatment. Only 1% to

1997). When employees do become depressed, 

2% of Americans born before 1915 experienced a

active intervention seems to work the best. Wang

major depressive episode during their lifetimes, even

et al. (2007) found that depressed employees whose

though they lived through the Great Depression and

companies provided a case manager who helped

two world wars. Today, the lifetime rate of major

them navigate treatment options worked two more

depression is ten times higher, between 15% and

weeks per year than those who were simply told they

20% (for a review, see Klerman & Weissman, 

might want to see a clinician. The program, which

1989). College students’ and children’s anxiety

was administered through telephone calls during

increased a full standard deviation between the

non-work hours, cost $100 to $400 per worker, 

1950s and the 1990s (Twenge, 2000), and college

but saved about $1,800 in work hours. The workers

students showed increases in psychopathology on

who received the intervention were also more likely

the scales of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality

to be employed by the company a year later, thus

Inventory

(Twenge, 

Gentile, 

DeWall, 

Ma, 

saving the companies the cost of recruiting and

Lacefield, & Schurtz, 2008). 

training a new worker. 

Much of the data on anxiety is based on college

In some cases, financial worries may be the cause

student and child samples, who are not yet in the

of young employees’ anxiety. The financial realities

workforce. However, the studies documenting an

of being young are much more difficult than they

increase in depression have been conducted with

once were. College tuition has far outpaced inflation, 

adult samples. In fact, depression affects about 6

and grants and scholarships have not kept pace. 

percent of American workers each year, costing com-

A few generations ago, the University of California

panies more than $30 billion in lost yearly produc-

campuses were free to state residents. By the 1970s, 

tivity. This suggests that the problem does not go

tuition was charged but could be covered through

away after young adulthood, and that workplace

grants and part-time jobs. Today, loans are often the

issues may play an important role in employee

only solution, so the average college student gradu-

well-being [defined as ‘‘the overall quality of an

ates with tens of thousands in debt, often hundreds

employee’s experience and functioning at work’’

of thousands if he or she also attended graduate or

(Grant, Christianson, & Price, 2007), including

professional school. In addition, the cost of housing

psychological, physical, and social dimensions]. 

has increased at three times the pace of inflation. 

Managerial practices often help employee well-

Even with the recent downturn in the housing

being on one dimension but have potential ill effects

market, rent and mortgage payments are a much

on another dimension. For example, the enriched

larger proportion of young people’s income than

jobs that are providing growth opportunities for

they were just ten years ago. (This varies from one

younger workers may also cause them more stress. 

region to the next, of course, but even after the

Complex and demanding jobs often lead to strain, 

recent downturn in prices, housing is still consider-

fatigue, and overload (Campion & McClelland, 

ably more expensive than it was a decade ago). Other

1993). Another example is the high incentive com-

financial necessities are also more expensive, 

pensation that has become commonplace in today’s

including health care (more of which now comes

competitive workforce. Giving employees higher

out of the employee’s pocket) and child care

pay and rewards for hard work increases job satisfac-

expenses (which can easily top $1,000 a month for

tion. However, it can also harm interpersonal rela-

each child). 

tionships at work because such a competitive

Thus, despite their narcissism and the over-indul-

environment undermines social well-being (Bloom, 

gences of their childhood, it is not accurate to say

1999). Overwork can also strain personal relation-

that the young generation ‘‘has it easy’’ or is

ships and upset work-life balance. 

‘‘spoiled.’’ The gap between expectations and reality

Organizations that foster employee well-being

has never been larger. A boss who understands this

are recognized as desirable places to work. The

will have a much easier time connecting with young

American Psychological Association now offers

employees. 

awards and rewards (Carlson, 2004) to organizations

that are ‘‘psychologically healthy.’’ Why care about

Changes in Women’s Roles and

employee well-being? Making employees happier

Personalities

and healthier increases their effort and productivity

Finally, there has been a fundamental shift in

(Fisher, 2003). In addition, the costs associated with

women’s roles. Not only are more women working, 

illness, absenteeism, and turnover are large (Spector, 

but their personalities have shifted in a way that has
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made them more successful in the workplace. When

and women’s leadership styles. Strong female leaders

Sandra Bem wrote the Bem Sex-Role Inventory in

were just as assertive and just as analytical (Eagly & 

the early 1970s (Bem, 1974), stereotypically femi-

Karau, 2002; Powell, 1990). Unfortunately, the

nine traits included nurturance, warmth, and com-

stereotypes about masculine and feminine leadership

passion and stereotypically masculine traits included

styles can hinder opportunities for the leadership

assertiveness, leadership, and self-reliance. By the

development of women. Organizations will need to

1990s, there was no longer a sex difference among

continue to increase people’s awareness and dispel

college students on the measure of stereotypically

the perception that there are key differences between

masculine

traits

(Twenge, 

1997; 

differences

male and female leaders (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 

persisted on feminine traits, perhaps because there

As mentioned above, many young women are

has not been as much change in gender roles at

searching for work-life balance. Although more

home). College women also increased in assertive-

fathers are now taking on greater domestic respon-

ness on four different measures between the 1970s

sibilities, the work-family conflict has not eased for

and the 1990s (Twenge, 2001); there is also no longer

women (Eagly & Carli, 2007). There are increasing

a significant sex difference in assertiveness. Among

pressures for intensive parenting (for a review, see

adult samples, the correlation between self-esteem

Warner, 2005) as well as increasing time demands in

and socioeconomic status indicators like income, 

high-level careers. Many men and young employees

education, and occupation has decreased over the

without children are also demanding flexible sche-

generations for men but increased for women

dules and rebelling against long hours. This can put

(Twenge & Campbell, 2002). Thus, surprisingly, 

organizations in a difficult position as they must

jobs are now more central to women’s self-esteem

balance business goals with the employee’s personal

than they are to men’s. 

goals. As more young women stay in the workforce

Today, women fill more than half of all U.S. jobs. 

after they have children—a likely outcome given

It is estimated that by 2010 women will represent 62

current economic realities and women’s greater col-

percent of the total U.S. workforce. Women live

lege completion—better daycare solutions will need

longer than men and finish college at higher

to be found. Organizations will need to retain

rates—57 percent of college degrees now go to

talented employees by establishing family-friendly

women, and women are more goal-oriented than

human resource practices such as flextime, job

men

are

in

college

(National

Center

for

sharing, telecommuting, assistance in finding day-

Educational Statistics, 1996). As women continue

care or providing onsite daycare (Eagly & Carli, 

to enter the workforce, they are taking on leadership

2007). 

roles in greater numbers than ever before. Women

now occupy more than 40 percent of all managerial

Changes in Work Values

positions in the United States (Eagly & Carli, 2007). 

A new study examined generational differences in

Women’s perceptions of their own roles have also

work values using a nationally representative sample

changed; as early as the 1980s, women saw as much

of high school seniors (Twenge, Campbell, & 

similarity between ‘‘female’’ and ‘‘manager’’ as they

Hoffman, 2008). The largest change appeared in

did between ‘‘male’’ and ‘‘manager’’ (Brenner, 

valuing leisure. Almost twice as many young

Tomkiewicz, & Schein, 1989). 

people in 2006 rated having a job with more than

However, gender ideals, or beliefs about how

two weeks vacation as ‘‘very important’’ than did in

men and women should think, feel, and behave, 

1976, and almost twice as many wanted a job at

still exist (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fiske & Stevens, 

which they could work slowly. Nearly half now want

1993; Rudman & Glick, 2001). This is especially

a job ‘‘which leaves a lot of time for other things in

true at the executive level within organizations. In

your life.’’ GenMe is less likely to want to work

particular, sex stereotypes have shaped workers’

overtime and is more likely to say they would stop

expectations for female versus male leaders. 

working if they had enough money. While only 23

Americans have been conditioned to expect that

percent of Boomers agreed that ‘‘work is just making

there is a feminine versus a masculine style of leader-

a living,’’ 34 percent of GenMe’ers agreed. Three-

ship. The feminine style is perceived as an outgrowth

fourths of Boomers said they expected work to be a

of the team-oriented approach: better listeners, more

central part of their lives, compared to 63 percent of

empathetic, more people oriented and less aggressive

GenMe’ers. Smaller changes appeared in other

in pursuit of goals. However, researchers found no

values, with younger generations placing less value

statistically significant differences between men’s

on intrinsic, altruistic, and social rewards at work

32

G E N E R A T I O N M E A N D T H E C H A N G I N G W O R L D O F W O R K

than Boomers did at the same age. GenMe is less

organizations have started to implement flex-time

likely to value work that is interesting, helps others, 

and job sharing policies, it is not clear whether

or allows them to make friends on the job. The value

GenMe is using these options and/or is satisfied

placed on extrinsic rewards such as money and status

with them. Research should investigate whether

peaked with GenX, but was still high for GenMe. 

existing policies are successful in meeting GenMe’s

Overall, these results are consistent with the person-

desire for work-life balance. 

ality changes, demonstrating that younger genera-

• With younger generations higher in external

tions desire work-life balance and leisure while still

locus of control, organizations will need to discover

expecting a good salary. 

ways to motivate these employees. Further research

should determine if this externality extends to work

Conclusion

domains. 

At base, all employees face the same challenges:

• With the increase in anxiety and depression

Developing skills, enjoying one’s job, being suc-

among the younger generation, organizations will

cessful, and balancing work with family and a per-

need to have a better understanding of the factors

sonal life. Yet the way employees approach these

driving this increase so as to introduce successful

challenges is likely to vary by generation as a result

programs to help mitigate the associated risks. 

of the gradual changes in personality traits and work

attitudes that have occurred from one generation to

Implications for Practice

the next. Among the younger generation, whom we

• As Baby Boomers retire and Generation Me

label GenMe, there has been an increase in self-

begins to enter the workforce, generational

esteem and narcissism, an increase in external locus

differences will be a important aspect of diversity in

of control, a decrease in the need for social approval, 

today’s workplace and this will have immediate

an increase in anxiety and depression, and an

consequences for managers. 

increase in the importance of time outside of work. 

• Leadership styles may need to become more

As a result, GenMe is likely to focus on developing

democratic. 

skills that can be transferred from job to job, expect

• Younger generations expect flexibility. 

work to be fulfilling and to be promoted quickly, 

Managers should find ways to focus on results

and favor flexibility and even more work-life balance

rather than hours worked on a certain schedule. 

than previous generations. 

• Generation Me may require more guidance

As older workers continue to leave the workplace, 

and mentoring to help them discover the best

today’s organizations will be confronted with the

career path. 

significant task of retaining young employees. Step

• Work-life balance will become an increasingly

one will be to identify the gap between the high

important issue, even for young employees without

expectations of GenMe and the realities of the work-

families. To retain talent, businesses should

place and step two will be to identify ways it can be

continue to implement policies that allow for

bridged through the implementation of new policies

work-life balance but also consider the business

and practices and management style. Helping

goals of the organization. 

GenMe find work-life balance, as well as fostering

an environment that acknowledges and appreciates

the generational differences among employees, will
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What is Authentic Leadership Development? 

Bruce J. Avolio, Jakari Griffith, Tara S. Wernsing, and Fred O. Walumbwa

Abstract

We provide a review of the authentic leadership development (ALD) literature and suggest a framework that articulates how the strategies, contexts, and particular self-regulated behaviors increase individual agentic capacities to move toward higher levels of development. Research on the heritability of leadership and history of leadership interventions is offered to explore the factors involved in genuine leadership development. We describe the science and practice of authentic leadership development to stimulate further research and intervention design. 

Keywords: authentic leadership, leadership development, psychological capital, self-awareness Approximately five years ago, we started a discussion

The starting point described above led us to ask a

at the University of Nebraska on what constituted

number of interesting questions. For example, to

‘‘the roots’’ of good, positive leadership as well as its

what degree is authentic leadership born versus

development. We suggested that good, positive lea-

made? How much of what is labeled leadership

dership could be in the form of transformational, 

development is really genuinely developing leader-

visionary, or charismatic, as well as simply in the

ship, versus training skills that may or may not result

form of a good, positive, directive, or participative

in improved leadership capacity or performance? 

leader. By good, we meant ‘‘genuine’’ leadership, and

If we can operationally define what constitutes

we have spent these past five years exploring what

authentic leadership and its development, can each

constituted this root construct both conceptually

then be validly measured? How would the addition

and empirically. 

of authentic leadership and its development differ

The question of what constituted good leadership

from what we already know about other positive

eventually drove us to examine what has been dis-

forms of leadership? And finally, how important is

cussed since the earliest period of human develop-

the follower and context to the development of

ment and labeled ‘‘authenticity’’ (Harter, 2002), and

authentic leadership? 

now, with respect to leadership, as authentic leader-

We set out to address the born versus made issue

ship. Furthermore, we added the idea that we were

up front, because if all leadership were born, the

not only interested in what constituted being an

mission of the Global Leadership Institute to focus

authentic leader, but more importantly, what actu-

on what constituted authentic or genuine leadership

ally develops such leaders and leadership. So today, 

development would be moot. We examined this

we must ask those reading this chapter to ‘‘not drop

question with two lines of research still emerging as

the development’’ from our discussion of authentic

we write this chapter. The first line of research

leadership. Indeed, to understand what constitutes

examined the heritability of leadership and its emer-

authentic leadership, we must understand what

gence. The second was a comprehensive meta-

causes it to occur, and in so doing, we must explore

analysis of all leadership research produced over the

how it develops. 

last 100 years that focused on intervening to change
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leadership in some way. We summarize the findings

were relatively short in duration, such as less than

of each investigation below. 

one day. By converting difference scores (e.g., 

between trained versus not trained participants)

Heritability and Leadership

into probability values representing the success of

Working with colleagues at the University of

the intervention, we estimated the average positive

Minnesota, we began to explore the most commonly

impact for leadership interventions was about

asked question with regards to leadership: are leaders

65/35, where 50/50 would be considered a chance

born or made? We pursued a line of research exam-

finding or effect. Ironically, the biggest difference we

ining identical versus fraternal twins for whom there

found in terms of the positive impact of these inter-

was extensive longitudinal data on their lives, 

ventions (i.e., 78/22), was associated with a line of

careers, personality, experiences, and most impor-

research on the Pygmalion effect or self-fulfilling

tantly emergence into leadership roles across a fifty-

prophecy. For example, in this line of research, the

year time span. 

experimenters told the experimental intervention

What we discovered across several investigations

group leader he/she had smarter and more able

is that the emergence of individuals into leadership

employees versus another group whose leader was

roles is approximately two-thirds due to life experi-

informed he/she had average employees. 

ences/environmental factors and one-third due to

Over a twenty-year time period, researchers of

heritability. This finding has now been replicated

the Pygmalion effect consistently found that the

several times for both men and women by research

group leaders who thought they had better

conducted in the institute and by other colleagues. 

employees also obtained better group performance, 

Using leadership emergence as our criterion (i.e., 

even though each group was randomly assigned to

defined as leadership roles and formal positions

the conditions (see Eden et al., 2000). Perhaps most

held), as opposed to ratings of leadership style, we

ironic in this line of research is a set of investigations

repeatedly found that the context one grows up in

where the researchers tried to train leaders on how to

and later works in, is more important than herit-

use positive expectations of others (i.e., Pygmalion)

ability to leadership emergence. Readers are referred

or of oneself (i.e., the Galatea effect) to improve

to several sources to get more details on how these

performance, and these efforts repeatedly failed. 

studies were conducted, how the data were analyzed, 

In other words, attempts by researchers to train

and how we came to the conclusions discussed here

leaders to raise expectations regarding follower

(see for example, Arvey, Zhang, Avolio, & Kruger, 

performance in order to increase follower perfor-

2007; Avolio, Rotundo & Walumbwa, 2009). 

mance were unsuccessful (i.e., Pygmalion), as were

attempts to train them to raise self-expectations

Leadership Interventions

regarding their own performance (i.e., Galatea). 

To determine whether leadership interventions

Consequently, when they told participants the

that included training or experimental studies to

truth, it didn’t work! This led our research team to

manipulate leadership actually impacted leadership

believe that perhaps figuring out what constitutes

and performance, the Institute undertook a qualita-

‘‘authentic’’ leadership development was a fruitful

tive and then meta-analytic 100-year review of the

area to continue to invest our energies as an institute. 

extant literature on leadership interventions. Over a

We believed that by genuinely developing leader-

two-year period, research associates in the institute

ship, we could have the highest positive impact on

reviewed all of the literature on leadership interven-

leadership performance. We also ascertained from

tions, compiled a database to examine differences

the Pygmalion research that getting people to

due to leadership training and experimental inter-

believe, for example, that leadership is something

ventions, and then conducted a comprehensive

one can develop is a very important mechanism for

meta-analysis to draw conclusions regarding whether

developing leadership. As a result, we have begun to

leadership interventions made a significant positive

study the impact of such expectations on leadership

difference (see Avolio & Luthans, 2006, for more

development and performance. This work integrates

details on this study, as well as Reichard & Avolio, 

Dweck’s research on mindsets (Dweck, 2006), 

2005). 

which shows that those who believe that people

The quantitative review of this literature pro-

can change their basic beliefs and attributes (such

duced, regardless of the theory being investigated, 

as intelligence and morality) are more likely to per-

evidence that leadership interventions generally had

severe through perceived challenges and failures

a positive impact, even when those interventions

(Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Thus, it
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is likely that one’s personal beliefs about leadership

1992; Brutus, Fleenor, & Tisak, 1999; Church, 

developability will impact leadership style, pursuit of

1997; Fletcher, 1997; Tornow, 1993). From a lea-

developmental opportunities, and effectiveness. 

dership development perspective, leader self-

awareness involves a focus on learning about one’s

Authentic Leadership Development

own leadership capabilities including strengths, 

Authentic leadership has been defined as being

limitations, and developmental goals (Avolio, 

self-aware, genuine, optimistic, balanced in terms of

Wernsing, Chan, & Griffith, 2007). In the earliest

decision-making, and transparent in enacting leader-

writings on authentic leadership development (see

ship that energizes people, builds trust, and rein-

Luthans & Avolio, 2003), this type of learning was

forces and develops the leaders’ and followers’

described as being initiated through external trigger

strengths and self-awareness (Avolio & Luthans, 

moments or events, which cause the leader to focus

2006). More specifically, Avolio and colleagues

inward and evaluate core beliefs, assumptions, and

defined authentic leaders as those ‘‘who are deeply

perceptions of the world around them, including

aware of how they think and behave and are per-

what has been termed the leader’s working self-con-

ceived by others as being aware of their own and

cept (Avolio & Hannah, 2008). Currently, we are

others’ values/moral perspective, knowledge, and

exploring the nature of these trigger events (both

strengths’’ (Avolio, Luthans, & Walumbwa, 2004, 

positive and negative) that ‘‘initiate’’ such self-

p. 4 as cited by Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, 

awareness in leaders. 

Luthans, & May, 2004). 

Trigger Events

Self-Awareness

Trigger events induce self-focused attention and

A core component of authentic leadership is

self-assessment, and activate a leader’s working self-

leader self-awareness, which requires leaders to

concept. Markus and Wurf (1987) use the term

understand themselves and how their perceptions

‘‘working self-concept’’ to emphasize the dynamic

drive their assessments of people and situations

and active nature of one’s self-concept, thoughts

encountered. Leaders who invest time and energy

and beliefs about the self, and further suggest

in learning their strengths and perceptual biases help

working self-concepts are changeable. Whereas a

themselves see situations more clearly, and this capa-

leader’s self-concept and identity generally refer to

city better equips them to adapt to new challenges

the same construct, trigger events refer to a momen-

and opportunities quickly and effectively. Essentially

tary shift in attention to a particular aspect of

a self-aware leader spends time in adaptive self-

one’s self-concept made salient by current cues

reflection, which fuels further development and per-

(Baumeister, 1998; Swann, Chang-Schneider, & 

formance as a leader. Adaptive self-reflection is a

McClarty, 2007; Wofford & Goodwin, 1994). 

process of constructively and critically examining

By definition, trigger events operate as a form of

one’s own beliefs and behaviors in order to learn

surprising feedback from other people, major life

more about one’s leadership (Dewey, 1910; Scho¨n, 

events, or a perceived success/failure (Avolio et al., 

1983), whereas maladaptive self-reflection involves

2007). These events trigger a ‘‘moment’’ or state of

repetitive self-judgment and rumination. Therefore, 

self-focused attention, which we believe sparks an

greater leader self-awareness offers opportunities for

opportunity for longer term self-reflective activity

enhancing the leader’s self-knowledge and capacities

conducive to what we refer to as authentic leadership

for self-regulation (Avolio, 2005; Van Velsor & 

development. Trigger moments may occur naturally

Drath, 2004). Without such awareness, the leader

as the leader interacts with others during leadership

can become fixed on one script that prescribes how

episodes, or they may be induced through self-

to handle certain events, lacking the capacity to

reflection and formal training exercises (Roberts, 

interrupt automatic patterns of behaviors and

Dutton, Spreitzer, Heaphy, & Quinn, 2005). 

responses. New circumstances and challenges may

require new responses that aren’t obvious at first, 

Self-Reflection

and a lack of self-awareness, self-reflection, and self-

Self-reflection is a ‘‘conscious and deliberate pro-

regulation will likely degrade the leader’s perfor-

cess of thinking about and interpreting experience in

mance over time. 

order to learn from it. The process is not automatic, 

Prior

research

on

self-awareness

provides

but takes place in response to experience and with a

evidence that it is important in determining leader

definite purpose’’ (Getliffe, 1996, p. 362). When a

behaviors and performance (Atwater & Yammarino, 

leader reflects on his/her experiences, it can lead to
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new appreciations and understanding about the self

span. Specifically, in life history interviews con-

(Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985). Self-reflection can

ducted by our staff, leaders oftentimes recounted a

vary along a continuum ranging from adaptive to

significant role model, mentor, or coach who facili-

maladaptive reflective processing. Adaptive self-

tated their adaptive self-reflection as they worked

reflection refers to a constructive process involving

through and learned from various life trigger

patterns of thinking and emotions associated with

events. If one did not know about these early trig-

openness, positivity, and a learning perspective. 

gers, it would be easy to attribute the leader’s leader-

Adaptive self-reflection arises out of an intrinsic

ship capabilities as something born and inherent. 

curiosity and non-judgmental desire to learn about

oneself as a leader (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). 

Developmental Readiness

On the other hand, maladaptive self-reflection

Another component gaining additional attention

involves more destructive ways of thinking that

in the leadership development process is a construct

depletes energy resources by generating negative emo-

we have labeled developmental readiness (Hannah & 

tions such as anxiety, self-doubt, and fear-based

Lester, 

2009; 

Avolio

& 

Hannah, 

2008). 

actions (Mor & Winquist, 2002). Rumination is a

Developmental readiness refers to a level of capacity, 

particular

form

of

maladaptive

self-reflection

sensitivity, and motivational orientation to develop-

described as an intrusion of undesired thoughts and

mental aspects of one’s environment (Avolio et al., 

emotions that interferes with healthy psychological

2007). Specifically, it is made up of components such

functioning (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991). Rumination

as goal orientation (Dweck, 1986) and motivation to

involves a repetitive re-examining of an issue coupled

develop leadership (Maurer & Lippstreau, 2005). 

with higher levels of resistance and negative judgment

Those leaders higher in developmental readiness will

(i.e., wishing it were different than it is with no focus

embrace trigger events as learning opportunities. 

on resolving by changing oneself). Psychologists are

Conversely, those individuals low in developmental

routinely able to elicit rumination through instruc-

readiness will engage in greater discounting and

tions to get subjects to focus on the ‘‘things that went

defensiveness when faced with challenging trigger

wrong’’ with a situation (e.g., Watkins & Teasdale, 

events. Events that are perceived to threaten one’s

2004). Alternatively, we expect that we can elicit

current beliefs and ego/esteem needs may result in

adaptive self-reflection through positive develop-

actions directed toward protecting the self and how it

mental interventions that focus on what is ‘‘right’’

appears to others, which reduces the chance a person

with situations and people. For instance, we know

will learn from the trigger event by investing energy in

that adaptive processing occurs when a leader engages

considering the broader implications it has for one’s

in non-judgmental observations of their own

own leadership capacities. More learning can occur

thoughts, attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and the

when energy is invested in expanding one’s mindset

outcomes of those behaviors (Avolio, 2005). By facil-

through ‘‘trying on’’ new beliefs about ways of

itating adaptive self-reflection, we expect individual

thinking about the self as a leader, and even challen-

leaders to gain better insight into the way he/she

ging one’s own core values habitual behaviors, rather

thinks about his/her leadership and the positive

than defending current perceptions and actions. 

impact it can have on others. 

Leaders who are high in developmental readiness

Adaptive self-reflection especially occurs under

embrace trigger events and even experience more

conditions where the leader is either promoting his

trigger events since they seek out positive learning

or her self-development or has the support of others

opportunities for leadership development. They are

to do so. In situations where support and/or internal

instigators of such triggers and recipients of their

motivation are not evident, maladaptive rumination

effects. 

may arise and result in a downward spiral of negative

emotions, thus lessening or retarding leadership

development progress. In this definition and the

Core Positive Psychological Resources

process described above, we clearly take the position

Perhaps the most well researched component of

that authentic leadership is ‘‘made’’ to a large extent

the authentic leadership construct is the positivity

by the conditions set in the context in which indivi-

dimension that stresses authentic leaders are gener-

duals develop. Indeed, we suggest that many of the

ally positive about who they are and what they can

attributions made about certain leaders being ‘‘born’’

accomplish through others (Avolio & Gardner, 

to lead, can be traced back to the learning they

2005). Not surprisingly, this has become part of a

extracted from trigger events earlier in their life

separate line of research into what constitutes a
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leader’s positive resources or psychological capital

defined optimists as those who make internal, 

described in more detail below. 

stable, and global attributions regarding positive

The initial model that was proposed by Luthans

events (e.g., task accomplishment) and those who

and Avolio (2003) suggests that a leader’s positive

attribute external, unstable, and specific reasons for

resources contribute to authentic leadership devel-

negative events (e.g., a missed deadline). Thus, opti-

opment. Specifically, higher levels of positivity have

mism is associated with a positive outcome, outlook

been tied to leaders’ engaging in adaptive self-

or attribution of events, which includes positive

reflection. The process of developing these positive

emotions and motivation, and has the caveat of

resources can occur through becoming more self-

also being realistic about the outcome (Luthans, 

aware of one’s current levels of confidence, opti-

2002a). 

mism, hope, and resilience. 

Resilience describes how individuals sustain and

Luthans and Avolio (2003) suggest that by

bounce back from problems and adversity to attain

focusing attention on how one exhibits positive

success (see Luthans, 2002a, 2002b; Luthans et al., 

leadership behaviors day in and day out, leaders

2007). Resilience is defined as the positive psycho-

can spark self-reflection and subsequent changes in

logical ‘‘capacity to rebound or bounce back from

behaviors. For example, if a leader is unable or

adversity, conflict, failure, or even positive events, 

unwilling to recognize how low levels of confidence

progress, and increased responsibility’’ (Luthans, 

or optimism might affect their behavior, they are

2002, p. 702).’’ Empirical studies have shown that

more likely to continue to act in ways that discou-

positive emotions may enhance resilience in the face

rage their followers’ confidence, engagement, and

of negative events, thus reflecting its state-like

performance, thus diminishing not only the leader’s

quality (Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett, 2004). 

development, but the followers as well. Thus, we

Hope is defined as a positive motivational state

view promotion of adaptive self-reflection, self-

based on a sense of agency and pathways (Snyder, 

awareness, and subsequent development of core

Sympson, Ybasco, Borders, Babyak, & Higgins, 

positive psychological resources as being an integral

1996). The agency component of hope can be

part of what we refer to as authentic leadership

thought of as the will to accomplish the intended

development, and describe specific components of

or desired effect (Snyder, 2000; Snyder et al., 1996). 

these core resources next. 

The pathways of hope include not only identifying

Psychological resource theory suggests that con-

goals and sub-goals, but also alternative ways to

structs such as confidence, optimism, hope and resi-

reach those goals. In other words, hope constitutes

lience can be best described as personal ‘‘resources’’

the will to succeed, and the ability to identify, clarify

or ‘‘energies’’ that can affect the actions and behavior

and pursue the way to success (Snyder, 2000). 

of individuals (Hobfoll, 2002). Building on this

Researchers have conceptualized these positive

definition, researchers have suggested that one’s

psychological resources as existing on a continuum

core psychological resources, or capital, coalesce as

that ranges from ‘‘state-like’’ to ‘‘trait-like’’ (Avolio & 

a set of positive psychological resources, which can

Luthans, 2006; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Luthans

result in an ‘‘upward spiral effect’’ and human ‘‘flour-

et al., 2007). Whereas constructs that are trait-based, 

ishing’’ (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). For example, 

such as intelligence, are considered stable and very

individuals who are high in core positive psycholo-

difficult to change, state-based constructs, such as

gical resources show greater ability to be successful at

trust, are more malleable and can be developed

difficult tasks, have a more positive perspective on

(Judge & Bono, 2001; Judge, Van Vianen, & De

their work, and will be able to recover more rapidly

Pater, 2004; Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 

from debilitating events or challenging circum-

2005), which coincides with our emphasis on

stances (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). 

authentic leadership development itself being a

We suggest that these sorts of resources are exactly

‘‘state-like’’ higher-order construct. Given recent

what are needed when a leader confronts a signifi-

empirical work that has shown that these positive

cant developmental challenge that can advance their

psychological resources can be authentically devel-

effectiveness. 

oped with focused training interventions (Carver & 

Confidence is defined as having the self-efficacy

Scheier, 2003; Luthans, Avey, Avolio, Norman, & 

required to take on challenges and put in the neces-

Combs, 2006; Masten & Reed, 2002), researchers

sary effort to succeed at various tasks. Optimism

have concluded that the overall core positive psycho-

involves making a positive reference about suc-

logical construct is ‘‘state-like’’ (i.e., capable of

ceeding now and in the future. Seligman (1998)

change and open to development). 
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With the categorization of these positive

development of authentic leadership at individual, 

resources as being ‘‘state-like,’’ researchers have

group and ultimately organizational levels. 

begun to investigate the effects of developing them

among leaders, and nearly all of these studies provide

Reciprocal and Reinforcing Effects of

evidence for successful results. For example, recent

Authentic Leadership Development

studies have shown that leaders who are high in these

As indicated above, most authentic leadership

core positive psychological resources promote higher

research has focused on how the leader impacts

follower satisfaction and commitment (Luthans

followers’ development and positive work climates. 

et al., 2006; Luthans, Avolio, Walumbwa, & Li, 

From this perspective, research has generally con-

2005). In addition, development of these positive

cluded authentic leaders communicate shared values

resource capacities has been shown to increase per-

through open and transparent communications, 

formance outcomes (e.g., see Luthans et al., 2005; 

balanced processing and a developed sense of aware-

Peterson & Luthans, 2003), decrease absenteeism

ness of leadership identity and strengths. However, 

(Avey, Patera, & West, 2006), and produce a posi-

the link between leaders and followers that makes

tive return on development, i.e., more resources

authentic leadership developmental is found in the

gained than lost in training (Luthans et al., 2006). 

practices they use to prompt followers to engage in

What future research needs to focus on next is not

their own development, which consequently should

only how these resources, once developed, can

also reinforce the development of the leader. 

impact leadership development, but also how they

In practical terms, to the extent followers are devel-

can enhance the development of followers. 

oped to be more authentic, we would expect it

would be far easier to develop authentic leaders and

ultimately authentic leadership. How? We would

Authentic Followership

expect an authentic follower to engage with his or

Authentic leaders develop what Gardner, Avolio, 

her leader in a transparent way, offering feedback

Luthans, May, and Walumbwa (2005) have

and advice that could be instructive to the leader’s

described as authentic followers, who display the

development, as the reverse would be true for the

parallel qualities of their leaders and who together

leader working with his or her follower. 

develop an engaged, highly positive, ethical organi-

Going further into explaining how authentic lea-

zational climate. Thus any leadership intervention

ders develop authentic followers, and vise versa, 

that sets out to develop authentic leadership will

prior cognitive psychology research indicates the

inadvertently develop positive leadership in fol-

(leader or follower’s) self-concept contains knowl-

lowers, and more generally a positive ethical climate

edge structures sensitive to situational constraints

in which leaders and followers can engage one

(Markus & Wurf, 1987). Lord and Brown (2004)

another. Through increased self-awareness, self-

contend

the

self-concept

cues

appropriate

regulation, and positive modeling, authentic leaders

self-relevant knowledge and behavioral options

foster the development of authenticity in followers

by narrowing the number of cognitive and

(Avolio & Luthans, 2006; Luthans & Avolio, 2003). 

affective reactions available in a given situation. 

Indeed, the Gardner et al. (2005) model depicts the

Additionally, researchers have proposed that the

positive leadership development of leaders and fol-

self-concept exists as a confederation of views of

lowers as being reciprocal and forming the basis for

one’s self, including a feared, actual, and possible

creating a positive and engaged leadership climate. 

self. These different self concepts contribute to how

We adopt this view in terms of tying together

a person adapts to changing environmental circum-

what constitutes the process of authentic leadership

stances and conditions (Markus & Wurf, 1987), 

development. Specifically, we believe that the devel-

which is in part the basis for explaining how one’s

opment of authentic leadership entails a reciprocal

development occurs. 

and iterative process, where leaders and followers

We expect these different views of the self play a

develop each other in terms of self-awareness, ethical

mediating role through which a leader’s influence

reasoning, balanced processing, transparency and

with followers is expressed. Indeed, as leaders

positivity. The basic premise we have now adopted

attempt to influence followers, certain aspects of

is that authentic leadership development never

their followers’ self-concept will become more

occurs in isolation and that through trigger events

salient depending on the demands in the current

and working with more authentic followers, we

situation. For example, a leader may promote a

believe it is possible to accelerate the positive

strengths-based

strategy

for

development, 
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recommending that followers consider working on

proximal motivational mechanisms that trigger self-

what they are good at, and engaging each other’s

esteem protecting motives. This type of contrast may

strengths. Using this strategy, the leader may be able

also support further exploration, growth and devel-

to shift the followers from fearing what they are not

opment, particularly when it strengthens connec-

capable of doing, to focusing more explicitly on what

tions from individual strengths to circumstances

they already have strengths to accomplish. This sort

that are of specific value in the moment. By exten-

of developmental process may be extended to the

sion, we argue that authentic leaders and followers

degree the follower applies this sort of developmental

are careful to provide feedback that references

lens to furthering their development, as well as the

strengths with respect to achievement of a possible

development of others over time. In this example, 

self. This supports an accelerated developmental

we see each person working to create a more positive

process because it lays down the guidelines for

possible self for themselves and for those around

what Oyserman and colleagues (2004) have termed

them based on a strengths focus. 

behavioral plans or what Schank and Abelson (1977)

Authentic leadership development concerns a

have called scripts with respect to development. 

particular regulatory focus on behaviors and strate-

With these guidelines or scripts in place, we suggest

gies that have relevance for developing a better pos-

that authentic leadership can be accelerated as the

sible self. Specifically, it can be used to facilitate


pathways are more clearly defined and the support to

interactions that produce a reinforcing cycle of

pursue the pathways is present. 

development in terms of reaching one’s next possible

In turn, gains in positive self-knowledge result in

self. Markus and Wurf (1987) explain that social

optimistic perceptions that people can more easily

interactions such as those associated with leadership

redefine their capabilities, and that in turn generates

influence processes are governed by cybernetic pro-

positive emotions. Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden

cesses, which refer to automatic feedback loops in

and build theory of positive emotions suggests that

which one’s current self is compared to more prox-

positive emotions create upward spirals that can

imal or distal views of the self, and through this

impact organizational learning, as well as leader

comparison process individuals are motivated to

and follower development. According to the

change (Carver & Scheier, 1998). We also know

theory, positive emotions broaden people’s momen-

that one’s possible selves are sensitive to the sur-

tary thought-action repertoires and build their

rounding contextual cues, which once activated can

enduring personal resources. Personal resources

have a potent influence on leadership development. 

refer to the outcomes of enhanced physical, intellec-

Specifically, if leaders and followers help to direct

tual, and social pursuits. These broadened momen-

one another’s focus to aspects corresponding to their

tary thought-action repertoires relate strongly with

best possible selves, then there is a strong likelihood

enhanced cognitive and attention capacities that

that each will incorporate those aspects into their

produce more creative actions and intellectual pur-

development and pursue a path toward more gen-

suits (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). 

uine or authentic leadership development. Again, 

Building on Fredrickson’s conceptual work, we

this process emphasizes how positivity can impact

argue that strengths-based feedback combined with

the shift from the leader or follower’s actual to

positive resources can build pathways for how one

possible self, leading to what Lord, Brown, and

can develop leaders and followers faster to their full

Freiberg (1999) have referred to as a self-develop-

potential. The underlying assumption supporting

ment focus. 

this perspective is the idea that the ability to arouse

Extending this line of reasoning, we know that

possible self-concepts in such a way as to elicit posi-

the effects of feedback can enhance the probability of

tive emotions is an important way to reinforce and

one’s being attracted to or repelled from their pos-

create opportunities for further development. For

sible selves. Lord and Brown (2004) offered a frame-

example, Dasborough and Ashkanasy (2002)

work that suggested leaders affect motivational

argued that leaders serve as a primary source of feed-

processes of followers through feedback. When feed-

back and rewards, while contributing significantly to

back is linked to possible selves it subsequently

the quality and content of their follower emotional

affects the distal motivational states by linking cur-

states. With this base, we need to consider now

rent behaviors and strategies to the corresponding

(1) how to elicit positive emotions, (2) how such

desired possible self. Given that authentic leaders are

emotions reinforce the identification of strengths, 

sensitive to the selves of others, they see contrasts

and (3) how those strengths, once identified, provide

against self and salient standards as activating

meaning in terms of what one could become as a
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leader and a follower. This could lead to future

leadership factor (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, 

research that focuses on using a positive and

Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008), which we describe

strengths-based approach as a faster and more effec-

in more detail below. 

tive starting point for authentic leadership develop-

ment, as opposed to the more common ‘‘deficit’’

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ)

leadership developmental models that start with

While organizational constituents have certain

what’s missing in the leader and then attempt

expectations about the attributes they require of

to fix it. 

great leaders, there is a strong focus on integrity

and ethical behaviors as core leadership qualities

Foundational Measure of Authentic

(Burns, 1978; Ciulla, 2004). Unfortunately, rarely

Leadership

do they have valid psychometric tools for measuring

As already noted, the concept of authentic lea-

these behaviors. Simply expecting leaders to be more

dership has evolved over the past five years. 

authentic and to demonstrate integrity or moral

Luthans and Avolio (2003, p. 243) initially

behavior will be ineffective if tools for measuring

defined authentic leadership ‘‘as a process that

these qualities are lacking. Walumbwa et al. (2008)

draws from both positive psychological capacities

undertook an extensive literature review on

and a highly developed organizational context, 

authentic leadership theory and development to pro-

which results in both greater self-awareness and

duce a measure of authentic leadership. The authors

self-regulated positive behaviors on the part of

also held discussions with leadership scholars around

leaders and associates, fostering positive self-

the world through two global summits to come up

development.’’ However, some scholars (e.g., 

with the components that constitute authentic lea-

Cooper, 

Scandura, 

& 

Schriesheim, 

2005; 

dership. Based on their extensive literature review

Sparrowe, 2005) expressed concerns with this

and group discussions, Walumbwa et al. initially

initial definition. This led to the offering of alter-

identified five domains they considered appropriate

native definitions, revisions, and modifications to

as constituting the authentic leadership construct. 

what constitutes authentic leadership versus

These domains included self-awareness, relational

authentic leadership development. For example, 

transparency, balanced information processing, 

Ilies, Morgeson, and Nahrgang (2005), drawing

internalized regulatory processing, and moral

on Kernis’s (Kernis, 2003a, 2003b; Kernis & 

perspective. 

Goldman, 2005) conception of authenticity, pro-

To assess the adequacy of these domain cate-

posed a four-component model of authentic lea-

gories, they asked a group of doctoral students, 

dership that included self-awareness, unbiased

who had several years of work experience and exten-

processing, 

authentic

behavior/acting, 

and

sive experience conducting research on leadership, to

authentic relational orientation. Gardner, Avolio, 

describe a person they regarded as an authentic

Luthans, May, and Walumbwa (2005) proposed a

leader. Based on feedback from doctoral students

self-based model of authentic leader and follower

and discussion among research team members, the

development, focusing on the core self-awareness

final domains were reduced to four, with the last two

and self-regulation components of authentic lea-

combined into one—internalized moral perspective. 

dership. In their conceptualization, Gardner et al. 

This reduction was done because the descriptions

(2005) suggested several distinguishing features

failed to differentiate between these two categories. 

associated with authentic self-regulation processes, 

including internalized regulation, balanced proces-

Authentic Leadership Components

sing of information, authentic behavior, and rela-

Definitions for the four components of authentic

tional transparency. Although there have been

leadership development follow. First, the term

some differences in what prior authors have sug-

balanced processing was used by Gardner et al. 

gested as being the components of authentic lea-

(2005) to describe a relatively unbiased form of

dership, there are currently four components that

information processing that is less susceptible to

best capture what is described in the various con-

denials, distortions, and exaggerations. In other

ceptual models referred to above. The most recent

words, balanced processing represents leaders who

version of the survey instrument that has been

objectively analyze all relevant information before

designed and validated with respect to measuring

coming to a decision. Internalized moral perspective

authentic

leadership

now

includes

four

refers to leader behaviors that are guided by internal

dimensions, representing a higher-order authentic

moral standards and values as opposed to those
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behaviors based on external pressure such as peers

positive predictor of self-reported organizational citi-

and organizational and societal pressures. Relational

zenship behavior, organizational commitment, and

transparency involves leader behaviors that are aimed

satisfaction with supervisor beyond other positive

at promoting trust through disclosures that include

forms of leadership such as ethical and transforma-

openly sharing information and expressions of the

tional leadership. This core factor of authentic lea-

leader’s true thoughts and feelings, while simulta-

dership significantly related to self-reported job

neously trying to minimize displays of inappropriate

satisfaction and supervisor-rated job performance, 

emotions, and presenting one’s genuine as opposed

controlling for organizational climate. Finally, 

to ‘‘fake’’ self through selective disclosures (Gardner

Walumbwa et al. showed that authentic leadership

et al., 2005). Finally, self-awareness refers to a leader’s

was positively correlated with evaluations of both

ability to understand his or her strengths and weak-

transformational and ethical leadership. However, 

nesses, and cognizant of the impact they have on

these authors were also able to confirm that

others. 

authentic leadership had discriminant validity with

respect to these more established leadership

Empirical Evidence for the Construct

constructs. 

Validity of the ALQ

Walumbwa et al. (2008) empirically demon-

Next Steps in Authentic Leadership

strated that the dimensions of balanced processing, 

Development Research

internalized moral perspective, relational transpar-

Campbell, Trapnell, Heine, Katz, Lavellee, and

ency, and self-awareness come together to constitute

Lehmann (1996) argued that exploring the validity

the domain of a higher-order construct of authentic

of a construct involves demonstrating that the pat-

leadership, similar to the higher order construct

tern of correlations with other construct measures

representing transformational leadership (Avolio, 

adheres to theoretical explanations. Although

2005). Having identified the factors comprising

Walumbwa et al. (2008) took the initial step of

the authentic leadership construct, Walumbwa

differentiating the authentic leadership construct

et al. (2008) theoretically derived 35 items, which

from ethical and transformational leadership, addi-

were later refined to 22 items that best captured the

tional research is needed that investigates the rela-

proposed content areas. These 22 items were then

tionship between authentic leadership with other

subjected to a content validity assessment by doc-

related leadership variables such as empowering lea-

toral students, faculty, and research team members. 

dership behavior, servant leadership, and spiritual

Six items were not properly classified under any of

leadership to determine whether each of these con-

the four a priori categories and were dropped, 

structs makes a unique contribution to the literature. 

resulting in a final pool of 16 items: balanced proces-

Research also is needed that extends the nomological

sing (3 items), internalized moral perspective

network of authentic leadership construct with addi-

(4 items), relational transparency (5 items), and

tional outcome variables, such as workplace safety, 

self-awareness (4 items). 

employee engagement, well-being, and productive

Next, using five separate samples obtained from

and counterproductive behaviors. 

China, Kenya, and the United States (U.S.), 

Similarly, given the potential implications of

Walumbwa et al. (2008) empirically validated the

authentic leadership in terms of fostering positive

above four dimensions as constituting authentic lea-

work outcomes (Avolio & Luthans, 2006), research

dership. Specifically, the authors found that a core

is needed that not only examines the antecedents

authentic leadership factor could be extracted from

and consequences of authentic leadership, but also

the relationships among the four dimensions of

examines the core mechanisms that have been pro-

balanced processing, internalized moral perspective, 

posed in prior theoretical discussions about

relational transparency, and self-awareness. The

authentic leadership. For example, why do some

internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for each of

leaders choose to engage in authentic leadership

the sub-dimensions was as follows: self-awareness:

behaviors and others do not? What are the causal

.92; relational transparency .87; internalized moral

mechanisms by which authentic leadership exerts its

perspective .76; and balanced processing .81 for the

influence on important individual and organiza-

U.S. respondents. Similar reliabilities were found for

tional outcomes such as organizational citizenship

the remaining samples. 

behaviors, task engagement, performance, and

Walumbwa et al. (2008) reported that this core

employee well-being? Without a deeper under-

factor of authentic leadership was a significant

standing of the antecedents and the causal

A V O L I O , G R I F F I T H , W E R N S I N G , W A L U M B W A

47

mechanisms underlying the relationship between

constructs were related to leadership potential across

authentic leadership behaviors and outcomes, it

samples taken from different cultural environments. 

may be difficult to translate leader behavior into

Focusing on individual differences, Ilies, Gerhardt, 

follower action, as well as to promote its

and Lee (2004) showed that only 20% of leadership

development. 

emergence was explained by genetic influences, 

mediated by the Big Five personality traits, with

Generalizing Across Cultures

the rest potentially being associated with the context

Researchers have also proposed that leadership is

in which leadership takes place. 

both a universal and a culture specific phenomenon

We suggest that to fully understand how

(Walumbwa, Lawler, & Avolio, 2007). Javidan, 

authentic leadership is perceived and how it affects

House, Dorfman, Gupta, and Hanges (2004, 

followers, researchers will need to incorporate indi-

p. 728) argued, ‘‘to the extent that cultures are

vidual differences and contextual factors into their

different, the culturally implicit theory will be dif-

line of research on authentic leadership and its devel-

ferent.’’ Therefore, it is possible that the overall

opment. Such studies could be done within the same

effects of authentic leadership might be stronger in

firm or across different industries and cultures

cultures where people follow more equity or egali-

whereby data is collected from multiple samples

tarian norms, such as the United States. 

and sources or include experimental and quasi-

On the other hand, individuals coming from

experimental designs in which key variables are

high power distance cultures may also establish lim-

manipulated and causality assessed under more

ited and remote personal connections with their

tightly controlled circumstances. 

leaders, and feel that ‘‘those at the top of the social

In addition, alternative methods to assessing

structure (e.g., their supervisors) are very different

authentic

leadership, 

including

observational

from those at the bottom’’ (Triandis, 1995, p. 30). 

methods and content coding of speeches, e-mail, 

This suggests that authentic leaders may have to

and other correspondence, which would build on

form different personal relationships with followers

and extend the results produced by Walumbwa et al. 

who maintain high power distance beliefs to assure

(2008) are certainly worth future research attention. 

that they will be willing—if necessary—to step up

Of course, the effects of other contextual factors, 

and challenge what they believe to be the right or

such as how information technology mediates lea-

ethical way to operate in their organizations. 

dership in virtual teams, may also deserve empirical

Moreover, we would suspect establishing higher

attention. The impact of working virtually will

levels of transparency in leader and follower relation-

become more relevant to investigations of authentic

ships, a core component of authentic leadership, 

leadership and its development, as managers are

may be more or less difficult depending on the

increasingly asked to work across cultural borders

cultural values in which that leadership is embedded. 

and within culturally diverse communities around

For example, in cultures emphasizing a strong sense

the globe. 

of independence where individual thoughts and

emotions are of value, we might find that followers

Directions for Research

easily embrace a leader being transparent because of

The research on organizational and cultural

what it communicates about the leader’s personal

effects on authentic leadership perceptions is an

attributes. However, in collectivistic societies where

important area for future research. Not only does it

the desire to maintain group harmony is of primary

provide a potential multi-level approach to investi-

concern, we might find that transparency is less

gating the effects of authentic leadership, it also has

important because the desires and goals of the

the potential to enhance our understanding of the

group predominate. The idea is that although spe-

environmental influences in both the formation of

cific dimensions of authentic leadership may be

authentic and ethical judgments as well as in mod-

culturally and contextually relative in terms of their

erating reactions to authentic leadership behaviors. 

importance and value, the overall construct reflects a

This multi-level approach will require researchers to

developmental process by which leaders develop

collect data from employees who could be clustered

themselves and consider the development of the

in meaningful groups (e.g., teams, departments, 

constituents they lead. 

organizations). Yammarino, Dionne, Chun, and

Related to our above discussion on cultural con-

Dansereau (2005, p. 10) also noted that ‘‘relatively

text, Chan and Drasgow (2001) demonstrated that a

few studies in any of the areas of leadership research

number of cognitive, personality, and motivational

have addressed levels-of-analysis issues appropriately
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in theory, measurement, data analysis, and inference

sense of genuineness to the study and practice of

drawing.’’ These assertions lead to the following

leadership development. 

potential research questions:

•
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Enablers of a Positive Strategy: Positively

Deviant Leadership

Lynn Perry Wooten and Kim S. Cameron

Abstract

Positive organizational scholarship (POS) provides a new lens for analyzing how organizations conceive, implement, and sustain a strategy. The chapter examines how positively deviant leadership influences strategy through interpersonal relationships, energizing the organization, virtuous behavior, positive emotions, and the creation of meaningful work environments. Positively deviant leadership is grounded in specific processes, techniques, and practices that leaders use to produce extraordinary results. Using the Competing Values Framework as a guide, some of the enablers of a positive strategy are identified. These enablers are represented by contradictory orientations of flexibility and stability and of internal maintenance and external positioning. These orientations form four quadrants representing the organizational capabilities of collaborate, create, compete, and control. Positively deviant leadership competencies that lead to positive strategy are highlighted in each quadrant. The chapter concludes with future research directions and implications for the practice of enabling a positive strategy. 

Keywords: strategy, positive organizational scholarship, positively deviant leadership Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) is an

Sonenshein, 2003). Researchers studying POS ask

umbrella term that provides an organizing frame

questions such as, ‘‘What works in organizations that

for current and future research on positive states, 

are ‘positively deviant,’ What can we learn from

outcomes, and generative mechanisms in indivi-

these organizations, and What are the enablers of

duals, dyads, groups, organizations, and societies

positively deviant performance?’’

(Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003; Roberts, 

In this chapter, we extend the POS paradigm to

2006). POS is an alternative to the problem-solving

the field of strategy. We propose that POS provides

approach for understanding the behavior of organi-

organizational scholars and practitioners with a new

zations and its members (Cameron & Lavine, 2006). 

lens for exploring how organizations conceive, 

Whereas a problem-solving approach focuses on the

implement, and sustain a strategy. This strategy

identification of problems that prevent organizations

focuses on positive processes which deviate from

from reaching optimal functioning, and then gener-

industry norms and result in positive outcomes. 

ates solutions to address these deficits, POS empha-

The traditional view of strategy describes it as a

sizes understanding the positive enablers of

central, integrated plan for achieving objectives that

extraordinary successes in organizations and how

define approaches for managing resources, custo-

these dynamics can be sustained. Furthermore, 

mers, competition, and growth (Thompson, 

POS examines positively deviant behavior of orga-

Strickland, & Gamble, 2007; Hambrick & 

nizations that intentionally depart from the norms of

Fredrickson, 2005). An ideal strategy is internally

a referent group in an honorable way (Spreitzer & 

focused, but also must take into account external
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opportunities and threats as it defines criteria of

positively deviant behavior. Positively deviant lea-

effectiveness. 

dership places an emphasis on what elevates indivi-

From a POS perspective, the core of a strategy is a

duals and systems (in addition to what diminishes

set of processes that enables collective resourceful-

them), what goes right in organizations (in addition

ness and generative dynamics that lead to positive

to what goes wrong), what is life-giving (in addition

states or outcomes (Barney, 1986; Glynn & Dutton, 

to what is problematic or life-depleting), what is

2007). Collective resourcefulness refers to the

experienced as good (in addition to what is bad or

manner in which organizational members work

arduous), and what is inspiring (in addition to what

together to develop and implement strategy

is depressing). Positively deviant leadership is asso-

(Barney & Hansen, 1994; Grant, 2002). Through

ciated with the promotion of outcomes such as

collective resourcefulness, organizational members

interpersonal flourishing, meaningful work, virtuous

invest time and energy in practices and policies

behaviors, positive emotions, and energizing net-

which enhance the organization’s likelihood of posi-

works (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). 

tive outcomes. Generative dynamics refer to an orga-

The role of positively deviant leadership as an

nization’s activities that create, develop, transform, 

enabler of strategy has been discussed in several

multiply, and leverage its resources and capabilities

different literatures. For example, the literature on

(Collis & Montgomery, 1997; Glynn & Dutton, 

appreciative inquiry highlights the role of leaders in

2007). The creation and development of new cap-

working with organizational members to co-create a

abilities makes it possible for organizations to

vision-based strategy. It advocates an open dialogue

respond to changing environments with value-

that clarifies the organization’s purpose, identifies

enhancing strategies (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; 

current progress and future potential of the organi-

Zollo & Winters, 2002). 

zation, and employs partnering as a strategy to miti-

In the following sections of this chapter, we inte-

gate threats and weaknesses (Cooperrider & 

grate the POS perspective into a strategic manage-

Whiteny, 2005; Sutherland & Stavros, 2003; Saint

ment frame by providing theoretical support and

& Stavros, 2007). 

case studies. We begin by advocating that although

The corporate social responsibility literature pro-

strategic management is a collective process usually

poses that leaders with a skill set include thinking

involving all organizational members, it is the

strategically about complex problems and to challenge

responsibility of leadership to facilitate the imple-

old assumptions are the most likely to promote social

mentation of an organization’s strategy and use it as a

good beyond legal requirements and shareholders’

generative mechanism for developing new capabil-

demands (Waldman, Siegel, & Javidan, 2006). 

ities (Selznick, 1984; Boal & Hooijberg, 2000). The

Research on ethics and virtues designates leaders as

chapter then explores the enablers that leaders can

the moral compass for directing strategic actions that

use to produce a positive strategy. 

not only adhere to ethical rules, but also foster ethos, 

values, and a meaningful purpose (Caza, Barker, & 

Positively Deviant Leaders as Strategic

Cameron, 2004; Grojean, Resick, Dickson, & Smith, 

Guides

2004). Meyerson & Scully’s (1995) research on ‘‘tem-

Magazine covers trumpet both the remarkable

pered radicals’’ in organizations highlights the signifi-

achievements of leaders and their failures. This is

cance of leaders who are strongly committed to a

because ‘‘leadership’’ is frequently the explanation

cause, community, or ideology and who create

given when an organization’s strategy produces suc-

change through incremental, semi-strategic reforms

cessful results or fails. If a strategy succeeds, leaders

and spontaneous expressions of authenticity. 

are given hero status, but leaders become the scape-

However, for the most part, these streams of

goat when the strategy fails. Rationally speaking, 

literature neglect positively deviant leadership as a

most people recognize that there is more to organi-

distinct strategic competency. Figure 5.1 illustrates

zational success than the leader’s behavior (Polodny, 

the distinctiveness of positively deviant leadership. 

Khurana, & Hill-Popper, 2005). Nevertheless, lea-

The continuum depicts a state of normal or expected

dership is one of the most important influences in

performance in the middle, with a condition of

helping organizations perform well (Whetten & 

negatively deviant performance on the left and a

Cameron, 2007; Cameron & Lavine, 2006). Few

state of positively deviant performance on the

organizations succeed without capable leadership. 

right. Negative and positive deviance refers to aber-

Stated differently, leaders can play an important

rations from normal functioning, problematic on

role in enabling extraordinary performance through

one end and virtuous on the other end. 
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Negative Deviance

Normal

Positive Deviance

 Individual:

Physiological

Illness

Health

Vitality

Psychological

Illness

Health

Flow

 Organizational:

Economics

Unprofitable

Profitable

Generous

Effectiveness

Ineffective

Effective

Excellent

Efficiency

Inefficient

Efficient

Extraordinary

Quality

Error-prone

Reliable

Perfect

Ethics

Unethical

Ethical

Benevolent

Relationships

Harmful

Helpful

Honoring

Adaptation

Threat-rigidity

Coping

Flourishing

Figure 5.1 A deviance continuum. Source: Cameron, K. S., Dutton, J. E., and Quinn, R. E. (Eds.) (2003). Positive organizational scholarship. San Francisco: Barrett-Koehler. 

At the individual level, the figure shows a condition

Systematic studies of positively deviant leadership

of physiological and psychological illness on the left

enabling affirmative, uplifting, and elevating pro-

and healthy functioning in the middle (i.e., the

cesses and outcomes have not been the norm. These

absence of illness). On the right side is positive

topics have been overwhelmed by investigations of

deviance, which may be illustrated by olympic

competitive dynamics, winning in the marketplace, 

levels of physical fitness or psychological flow

achieving profitability, increasing shareholder value, 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Fredrickson, 1998). At

and satisfying stockholders’ demands (Cameron, 

the organizational level, the figure portrays condi-

Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). 

tions ranging from ineffective, inefficient, and error-

Positively deviant leadership does not ignore

prone performance on the left side, to effective, 

non-positive conditions or situations when mistakes, 

efficient, and reliable performance in the middle. 

crises, difficulties, or problems are present. Most of

On the right side is extraordinarily positive, virtuous, 

the time organizations fall short of achieving the best

or exceptional organizational performance. The

they can be or fail to fulfill their optimal potential. 

extreme right and left points on the continuum are

Many positive outcomes are stimulated by trials and

qualitatively distinct from the center point. They do

difficulties. For example, innovation, resilience, 

not merely represent a greater or lesser quantity of

breakthrough thinking, and adaptation are fre-

the middle attributes. 

quently motivated primarily by negative occur-

For the most part, organizational strategy is

rences. Moreover, when organizations should fail

designed to foster predictable and non-deviant per-

but survive, when they bounce back but should

formance (Parsons, 1951; March & Simon, 1958; 

not, when they remain flexible and agile but ought

Porter, 1980). Wall Street is quick to punish com-

to become rigid, they demonstrate positive deviance

panies that are unpredictable in their performance. 

(Weick, 2003). Positively deviant leadership focuses

Consequently, leaders create specific strategies to

on enabling such positive dynamics and fostering

define what is expected of employees, clarify what

extraordinary performance in either conducive or

the goals are, and specify the procedures to be

challenging circumstances. 

employed to achieve these goals. A strategy of this

The way positively deviant strategic leadership

type is intended to reduce variation and deviance. 

differs from more traditional strategic leadership

Most organizations and most leaders focus on main-

can be highlighted by three examples. One is the

taining performance in the middle of the continuum

CEO of Timberland—a manufacturer of shoes, 

(Prahalad & Hamel, 1994). 

boots, and apparel—who decided to increase sub-

Positively deviant leadership, on the other hand, is

stantially the percentage of organically grown cotton

distinct by focusing on enabling performance on the

in its clothes in order to reduce exposure to carcino-

positive end of the continuum. It is oriented toward

gens by migrant workers who pick corporately

affirmative, extraordinary, virtuous performance

grown cotton. In the absence of any customer

which, 

by

definition, 

is

positively

deviant. 

demand or regulatory encouragement, and at a
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substantial expense to the company’s bottom line, 

discussions of strategic leadership which appear in

CEO Mark Schwartz made this decision as a matter

the academic literature—(good reviews have been

of conscience. The intent of Timberland was to try

produced by Boal & Hooijberg, 2001;Yukl, 

to benefit a disadvantaged group of individuals who

Gordon, & Taber, 2003)—and which focus on

would likely never be customers but whose lives

task behavior (e.g., planning, clarifying objectives, 

could be made better by Timberland’s change in

monitoring operations), relational behavior (pro-

policy (Schwartz, 2002). Schwartz’s strategy was

viding support, recognition, development, consulta-

based on achieving a virtuous outcome rather than

tion, and empowerment), and change behavior

merely obtaining an elevated financial performance. 

(monitoring the environment, proposing innova-

Second, when Roy Vagelos was vice president of

tions, taking risks). 

research at Merck Corporation, his unit created a

compound originally intended as an animal anti-

Enablers of Positive Strategies

biotic. Scientists accidentally discovered that it was

Understanding what positively deviant strategic

an effective cure for river blindness, a disease

leadership is, of course, is not enough to achieve

affecting millions of people in the developing world

positive outcomes. Successful positively deviant stra-

(Labarre, 1998). Vagelos knew there was no hope of

tegic leadership is always grounded in specific

recovering the invested capital needed to create a

‘‘enablers.’’ Enablers are the processes, techniques, 

human application, and Merck would increase

or practices that leaders use to produce extraordinary

costs associated with any unanticipated side effects. 

results, and a large number of possibilities exist

Despite the protests of his advisers, when Vagelos

(Cameron & Lavine, 2006). To identify which

became CEO, Merck developed the drug and then

enablers are appropriate in which circumstances, a

spent hundreds of millions of dollars to distribute it

framework or lens is often helpful. One well-

to people who were at risk of contracting the disease

researched framework that helps identify appropriate

(Bollier, 1996). Vagelos’ positively deviant strategic

enablers of a positive strategy is the Competing

leadership extended beyond the usual competitive

Values Framework (Rohrbaugh & Quinn, 1983; 

strategy to achieve virtuous outcomes, and it resulted

Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Cameron, Quinn, 

in Merck’s drug for river blindness helping 19 mil-

DeGraff, & Thakor, 2006). 

lion people. The company was widely praised for its

Originally, the Competing Values Framework

distribution of the drug, and unexpectedly Merck’s

was developed as an attempt to explain effective

unique strategy for its use of science became an asset

organizational performance (Cameron, 1986). It

for attracting star researchers for employees. 

was a product of empirical research on the major

A third example is CEO Fred Keller, who

indicators of effective organizations. It has since been

founded Cascade, a plastic manufacturing company. 

expanded to include research on a whole host of

Keller lists the following in order of importance in

topics including shareholder value, mergers and

his organization: #1 people, #2 planet, and #3

acquisitions, approaches to learning, organizational

profits. At Cascade, the management of human

culture, leadership competencies, organizational

capital is its number-one priority, and because of

designs, communication styles, organizational vir-

this Keller advocates employee education and invol-

tues, creativity, financial investments, and informa-

vement. Cascade’s signature program, Welfare-to-

tion processing (Cameron, Quinn, DeGraff, & 

Career (W2C) was inspired by Keller’s desire to

Thakor, 2006). In each case, empirical research has

hire homeless people and provide a work environ-

confirmed the robustness and applicability of the

ment that helps them achieve economic-sufficiency

framework to a broad array of human and organiza-

through social support and education. As is the case

tional phenomena. 

at Timberland and Merck, strategic leadership at

The Competing Values Framework maps orga-

Cascade focuses on virtuous outcomes which take

nizing mechanisms and sense-making devices for

priority over the more traditional economic out-

complicated situations by highlighting the com-

comes. Positively deviant strategic leadership, in

peting and seemingly paradoxical requirements

other words, enables affirmative, uplifting, and ele-

necessary for achieving high levels of excellence. 

vating processes and outcomes in addition to, and in

Thus, the Competing Values Framework serves as

priority over, pursuing economic advantages for the

a guide for exploring the development and imple-

organization. 

mentation of enablers of positive strategies. 

These brief examples help differentiate positively

As illustrated in Figure 5.2, the Competing

deviant strategic leadership from the more common

Values Framework organizes elements into four
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Long-term

 Individuality

New

change

 flexibility

change

Culture Type: CLAN

Culture Type: ADHOCRACY

Orientation:

COLLABORATE

Orientation:

CREATE

Leader Type:

Facilitator

Leader Type:

Innovator

Mentor

Entrepreneur

Teambuilder

Visionary

Value Drivers: Commitment

Value Drivers: Innovative outputs

Communication

Transformation

Development

Agility

Theory of

Human development

Theory of

Innovativeness, vision, 

Effectiveness: and high commitment

Effectiveness: and constant change

produce effectiveness

produce effectiveness

 Internal

 External

 Maintenance

 Positioning

Culture Type: HIERARCHY

Culture Type: MARKET

Orientation:

CONTROL

Orientation:

COMPETE

Leader Type:

Coordinator

Leader Type:

Hard-driver

Monitor

Competitor

Organizer

Producer

Value Drivers: Efficiency

Value Drivers: Market share

Timeliness

Goal achievement

Consistency & Uniformity

Profitability

Theory of

Control and efficiency

Theory of

Aggressively competing

Effectiveness: with capable processes

Effectiveness: and customer focus

produce effectiveness

produce effectiveness

Incremental

 Stability

Fast

change

 control

Change

Figure 5.2 Comparing quadrants in the Competing Values Framework. 

categories represented in a two-by-two matrix. It

When the framework was first developed, labels

consists of two dimensions—one drawn vertically

were borrowed from the organizational studies lit-

and the other drawn horizontally—resulting in

erature to define each quadrant—Clan (upper left), 

four quadrants. The vertical dimension represents

Adhocracy (upper right), Market (lower right), and

the contradictory or competing orientations of flex-

Hierarchy (lower left). These terms referred to the

ibility and stability. That is, some organizations can

organizational forms that were described in the scho-

succeed at implementing a positive strategy through

larly literature and formed the basis for many the-

change and adaptability; whereas other organizations

ories about organizational effectiveness (Quinn & 

achieve extraordinary results from a strategy that

Cameron, 1983). However, the use of descriptive

emphasizes order and stability. The horizontal

verbs often helps clarify the primary emphasis of

dimensions of the Competing Values Framework

each quadrant—Collaborate (upper left Clan quad-

differentiate internal maintenance and the external

rant), Create (upper right Adhocracy quadrant), 

positioning of an organization. This dimension sug-

Compete (lower right Market quadrant), and

gests that some organizations can flourish by

Control (lower left Hierarchy quadrant), so they are

focusing on efficient internal processes—the ability

also commonly used as quadrant labels. 

to organize, reduce variations and errors, and mea-

Past research has discovered that most organiza-

sure activities; whereas other organizations succeed

tions adopt one or more of these quadrants as their

by maintaining a competitive external positioning rela-

dominant

pattern

of

organizational

strategy

tive to customers and clients—the ability to compete

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). That is, their values, 

successfully in the marketplace, create niches, and

processes, decisions, and management practices are

satisfy external constituencies (Rohrbaugh & 

consistent with one or more of these quadrants. Each

Quinn, 

1983; 

Quinn

& 

Cameron, 

1983; 

quadrant clarifies enablers that create positive strate-

Cameron, 1986). The key enablers explaining posi-

gies, and in the next section, we apply the framework

tive strategies can be organized on the basis of four

to elaborate the enablers of a positive strategy. We

quadrants of the Competing Values Framework

use the Competing Values Model, in other words, as

(refer to Figure 5.2). 

a typology to group enablers of positive strategies. 
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Grouping enablers helps identify the collective

the right people on the bus. Employee turnover is

resourcefulness and generative dynamics that lead

less than five percent, resulting in a cost savings for

to positive states or outcomes. 

Google and the retention of knowledge-based assets. 

Wegman’s, the grocery story, is another company

The Clan or Collaborate Quadrant

that uses its human resource management practices

Strategic behavior in the clan or collaborate quad-

as a strategic enabler of positively deviant customer

rant centers on enablers focused on the management

service excellence and corporate social responsibility. 

of human capital and organizational culture (Ouchi, 

Wegman’s strategy is guided by the principle

1981). In this quadrant, leadership views human

‘‘Employees first, customers second,’’ with the pro-

development, empowerment, and the commitment

mise that every day both employees and customers

of employees as a key resource and focuses on

will receive the best management has to offer (Edler, 

building an organizational strategy that capitalizes

2005). This philosophy demonstrates Wegman’s

on cohesion, consensus, and the satisfaction of group

understanding of the correlation between com-

members through involvement (Jackson & Schuler, 

mitted employees and customer service. It began

2003; Bamberger & Meshoulam, 2000). The orga-

with founder Robert Wegman’s practice of pro-

nization’s strategy succeeds because investments in

viding high-end market salaries, healthcare benefits, 

human and social capital take priority over financial

a retirement plan, college scholarships, and extensive

capital, and these investments have been found to

training for Wegman’s employees. In contrast to the

enhance financial and performance goals (Pfeffer, 

low-wage practice of the supermarket industry, and

1998). 

base-line

union

recommendations, 

Wegman’s

Enablers in this quadrant relate to how the orga-

believes it is the ‘‘right thing to do’’ to provide its

nization recruits, motivates, develops, rewards, and

employees with generous wages. Even the lowest

retains its human resource base. This is illustrated by

level hourly employees can earn up to $23,576

Collin’s (2001) notion of ‘‘getting the right people

(Ezzedeen, Hyde, & Laurin, 2006). Healthcare ben-

on the bus.’’ Recruiting the right people is important

efits require the minimal employee contribution, 

to positively deviant outcomes because if there is a fit

and all employees are offered a 401(k) retirement

between employees’ goals and the organization’s

plan (Demby, 2004). The college scholarships pro-

strategy, it engenders extra mile efforts, support for

vided by Wegman’s to its employees also are evi-

the vision, and adaptability to change (O’Reilly, 

dence of this approach. For instance, in the

Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991; Chatman, 1991). 

Rochester, New York community, the goal of this

Moreover, employees are more collaborative with

program is to reduce the high school dropout rate by

other organizational members when they are

providing high-risk students with employment, 

engaged in creating something great (Becker & 

mentors, and financial incentives. Notably, this pro-

Huselid, 1997; Pfeffer, 1998). 

gram reduced Wegman’s employee turnover in the

Take the case of Google’s unconventional

Rochester area by 16%, and 80% of program parti-

recruitment culture that permeates the organization

cipants graduate from high school and attend

and involves employees at all levels (Human

college. 

Resources Magazine, 2006). Its recruitment practices

For organizations adopting clan-like strategies, 

include numerous interviews and pre-employment

training is an essential enabler because it builds

tests—such as the Google Lab Aptitude Test

value-creating

human

capabilities

(Cameron, 

(GLAT), which tests a job candidate’s likelihood of

Quinn, Degraff, & Thakor, 2006). Often this is

compatibility with the Google work environment

accomplished through training programs that

(Shipman, 2006). Despite the rigor of the recruit-

directly link educational goals with strategic out-

ment process, Google receives one million applicants

comes. 

The

appropriate

training

programs

a year and has built an incredible employee brand

empower employees with the knowledge to make

(Sullivan, 2007). Google’s pre-employment testing

effective decisions that are aligned with the organi-

enhances its attractiveness in the recruitment pool

zation’s mission (Becker & Huselid, 1997). 

since it suggests the specialness of working at

Wegman’s extensive training programs also include

Google. Recruitment practices allow Google to

knowledge-gathering trips to European cheese

increase the probability of getting the right people

makers, French patisseries, and Napa Valley wine-

on the bus by pre-screening candidates for both skills

ries with the purpose of cultivating employees’

and cultural fit. At Google, cultural fit is just as

interest and knowledge of food and fine cuisine

important as talent. Thus, Google excels at keeping

(Edler, 2005). 
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Other Wegman training programs emphasize the

founding stories and myths emphasize core values. 

importance of making the customer happy. An inci-

Linked together, City Year’s symbols, artifacts, and

dent that illustrates the level of customer service is an

values create a culture for community impact, where

employee cooking a customer’s Thanksgiving turkey

over the last two decades 10,400 Corps members

because her oven was too small. This training invest-

have completed 16 million hours of service. 

ment in ‘‘telepathic levels of customer service’’ has

As these examples suggest, the strategies gener-

resulted in the Business Week Customer Service

ated from clan enablers are intended to produce

Champs awards and exceptional revenue growth

positively deviant outcomes by tapping into the

(McGregor, Jespersen, Tucker, & Foust, 2007; 

human potential of the workforce. Investing in

Prospero, 2004). 

human resource management, nurturing organiza-

Enablers in the clan quadrant not only include

tional culture, and building effective long-term rela-

formal human resource management processes—

tionships across organizational boundaries are often

such as recruitment, employee benefits, training, 

requirements for long-term success, and the compe-

and development—but also encompass building a

tencies in the Clan or Collaborate quadrant are one

high-performing culture. Organizational culture

pathway to achieve those ends. 

refers to the shared values, artifacts, and assumptions

that define an organization’s ideology for solving

The Adhocracy or Create Quadrant

problems, adapting to change, interacting with the

The enablers in the adhocracy or create quadrant

external environment, and integrating internal

focus on strategies that enable breakthrough change, 

resources (Schein, 1985). Organizational culture

innovative adaptation, and futuristic positioning by

develops over time and is passed through generations

framing opportunities and challenges in relationship

of group members. It helps the organization visualize

to the external environment (Cameron & Quinn, 

its purpose and strategic rationale by affirming iden-

2006). Leadership emphasizes creativity, agility, and

tity and operating norms (Trice & Beyer, 1993). 

constant change. Employees are encouraged to inno-

Thus, organizational culture is another example of

vate, 

take

risks, 

and

envision

the

future. 

a clan enabler that facilitates the group process for

Organizations that excel in this quadrant effectively

developing and implementing a positive strategy. 

handle discontinuity, change, and risk. Their orga-

This unfolds as the shared assumptions underpin-

nizational culture values freedom of thought and

ning the culture help members decide where to

action among employees so that rule breaking and

channel their energies and consistently repeat suc-

stretching beyond barriers are common characteris-

cessful patterns of behavior. 

tics (DeGraff & Quinn, 2006). Organizational

The organizational culture of the nonprofit orga-

effectiveness is associated with entrepreneurship, 

nization City Year is an illustration of an organiza-

vision, and flexibility. Hence, organizational mem-

tion culture used as a generative mechanism for its

bers configure value chain activities with the goals of

positive strategy. City Year’s vision is that citizens of

introducing new products or services, altering dis-

all ages and backgrounds will unite to serve their

tribution or logistic systems to redefine industries, 

community, nation, and world, and that one day the

and developing new technologies (Porter, 1991; 

most commonly asked question of an eighteen-year-

O’Reilly & Tushman, 2007). 

old will be, ‘‘Where are you going to do your service

A key enabler of positive strategy in this quadrant

year’’ (City Year, 2006). To achieve this vision, the

is an adhocracy structure. This structure can be

core of its strategy is the City Year Youth Service

characterized as ‘‘tents rather than palaces’’ which

Corps, which is a one-year full-time community

can be reconfigured when new circumstances arise

service program for youth between the ages of 17

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). It is a complex and

and 24. City Year is strategic and deliberate about

dynamic form of organizing that is often centered

creating a culture of common values (Crutchfield & 

on temporary teams (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985). 

Grant, 2008). City Year communicates its values

This organizational form cuts across normal bureau-

through stories, rituals, and symbols that inspire at

cratic lines to capture opportunities, solve problems, 

a conscious and unconscious level. An example is the

and get results (Waterman, 1992). Instead of

symbolism of the uniform that volunteers wear. It is

bureaucracy, its constellation of work groups based

colored with red for idealism and multi-colored for

on expertise, experience, and execution capabilities

diversity, and the starburst in the logo represents

join forces to innovate (Mintzberg, 1979). Often

human energy, idealism, and potential with young

these work groups are multi-disciplinary and group

people as a catalyst. In addition to the uniform, 

experts by both functional and market bases. 
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For instance, at Google the 20% work rule

system for rewarding innovation. Thus, trusting

encourages employees to spend 20% of their time

employees to continually innovate and make the

pursuing projects they dream up that will help the

right decisions is a cornerstone of Quicken Loan’s

company (Lashinsky, 2007). The 20% rule is based

organizational culture, and this ethos buffered the

on three tenets (Vise & Malseed, 2005). First, 

company from the sub-prime mortgage crisis while

Google’s leadership believes that for employees to

they continued to innovate in the online segment of

be innovative, they need free time to explore. 

the industry (Levering & Moskowitz, 2008). 

Second, employees are productive when they are

The collective resourcefulness of the adhocracy/

working on things they see as important, feel passio-

create quadrant produces positively deviant out-

nate about, or have invented. Third, the rule creates

comes through innovative practices and mindset. 

an opportunity for the sprouting of bottom-up inno-

The enablers in this quadrant extend, transform, 

vation. When applying the 20% rule, employees can

multiply, and repurpose organizational capabilities

work on projects across organizational boundaries. 

into new assets so that organizations excel at being

Thus, for purposes of innovating, the rule brings

pioneers or defenders (Glynn & Dutton, 2007). 

together organizational members from different

Companies leapfrog their competitors because the

functional areas and hierarchical levels. The 20%

payoff of innovation is high when creating new

rule sparks the creativity of Google’s employees

value, and they are willing to bear the risk of failure

and motivates them to come up with new products

if the new idea or venture does not work (Cameron, 

and ideas. Since Google takes these projects ser-

Quinn, DeGraff, & Thakor, 2006). This is a bypro-

iously, employees believe their proposed projects

duct of strategic experimentation and the ability to

have a realistic chance of being adopted. Google

quickly learn from mistakes resulting in pioneers and

News, Gmail, and the Google Finance site all

definers of industry sectors. 

sprouted from the 20% time employees spent

working in adhocracies. 

The Market or Compete Quadrant

In addition to an adhocracy organizational struc-

The market/compete quadrant represents the

ture, organizations that rely on this quadrant to

classic conceptualization of competitive strategy

produce positive deviance value an entrepreneurial

with a focus on external stakeholders (Porter, 

work spirit. These organizations acknowledge the

1980). Strategic actions in this quadrant attempt to

benefits of extending beyond the entrepreneur as a

produce positively deviant outcomes by being

sole proprietor. Instead, entrepreneurial behavior is

aggressive and forceful in the pursuit of competitive-

encouraged in all different types of businesses and is

ness (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). Organizations that

used to achieve strategic goals by putting organiza-

excel in this quadrant emphasize and engender

tional members in a position to detect opportunities, 

achieving results as the primary objective. Speed is

training them to be able to do so, and rewarding

an essential element in accomplishing goals and

them for doing so (Howard & Jarillo, 1990). The

maintaining a competitive edge, so results-right-

positive energy generated from the entrepreneurial

now is a typical expectation. Organizational mem-

spirit cascades into innovation that spreads

bers are encouraged to ‘‘compete hard, move fast, 

throughout the organization. 

and play to win,’’ and the culture rewards aggressive

Quicken Loans provides another example of an

action, fast responses to competition, and customer

adhocracy. In recent years, Quicken Loans has

orientation. Visible progress and the pressure to per-

experienced record-breaking performance in the

form energize the culture of organizations that suc-

home mortgage industry, where most competitors

ceed in this quadrant. Thus, positively deviant

are fighting for survival. Dan Gilbert, the company’s

organizational behavior is motivated by performance

founder and chairman, attributes this success to ‘‘the

metrics, such as market share, sales growth, and

removal of the red tape and bureaucracy that stifle

profitability. The thrill of victory and the agony of

creativity and innovation and have instead built a

defeat help motivate and focus on producing posi-

strong, entrepreneurial culture that encourages

tively deviant outcomes. 

people to think big and then rewards them for put-

Implementing an abundance-based strategy in

ting their great ideas, large or small, into action’’

the market/compete quadrant focuses on value

(Quicken Loans, 2008). 

built around customer relationships and timely

The entrepreneurial spirit is reinforced by

actions (Prahalad & Hamel, 1994). The company

empowering organizational members to take action

1-800-Got-Junk

epitomizes

an

organization’s

when something should be fixed and a unique

strategy that excels in this quadrant. This junk
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hauling company was founded in 1989 by Brian

The Hierarchy or Control Quadrant

Scudamore (Martin, 2003). He started with one

In comparison to the clan/collaborate quadrant

truck, and by 2006 there were over 284 franchisees

which focuses on human capital and internal

across Canada, the United States, and Australia and

dynamics, the competencies for building positive

sales of $66.2 million (Industry Canada, 2009). 

strategies in the hierarchy/control quadrant also

Each aspect of the 1-800-Got-Junk’s strategy targets

center on internal maintenance, but they emphasize

how the company can win against the typical local

stability, predictability, and incremental change

hauler. 

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). Strategic actions in

From the beginning, Scudamore realized the pro-

this quadrant emphasize efficiency and carefully

blem with small business fragmentation in the junk

controlled processes. Whereas a philosophy for

hauling industry and formulated an aggressive

achieving positive deviance may employ the motto

strategy that blends old and new economy (Martin, 

‘‘refine, reduce, and perfect,’’ the strategic goals in

2003). 1-800-Got-Junk transformed the traditional

this quadrant are associated with capable processes, 

junk hauling into a business of clean shiny trucks

elimination of waste and redundancies, and perfect

that act as mobile billboards marketing the com-

(defect free) performance. Examples of activities

pany’s services. Also, its competitive strategy has a

relating to positive deviance in this quadrant include

strong focus on customer service with symbolic ges-

quality enhancements such as statistical process con-

tures, such as uniformed drivers, on-time services, 

trol, cost and productivity improvements, reduction

and up-front rates. This is supported with a centra-

in manufacturing cycle time, and efficiency

lized technological infrastructure for booking and

enhancement measures. These activities help make

dispatching franchised trucks and benchmarking

organizations function more smoothly and effi-

performance metrics. When franchisees log into

ciently. A positive strategy emerges in the hierarchy

the system, they can calculate revenues per month, 

or control quadrant when failure is not an option—

the size of the average haul, or which neighborhoods

as in industries such as medicine, nuclear power, 

are producing the most jobs. In addition, franchisees

military services, and air transportation—or in

are expected to develop targeted strategies for com-

highly regulated or stable environments. Positive

peting in their local markets. Previous marketing

deviance results primarily from increasing certainty, 

strategies included ‘‘waves’’ in which they stand on

predictability, and regularity, and by eliminating

busy traffic islands, donning blue clown wigs, 

anything that inhibits a perfect or error-free

waving to passing motorists, passing out ‘‘junk

outcome. 

food,’’ and junk motorcades. 

The clean-up of the Rocky Flats Nuclear Arsenal

Excelling in the market/compete quadrant is not

is an example of positive deviance in this quadrant. 

only limited to for-profit organizations. Recently

An environmental engineering firm, CH2M Hill, 

nonprofit organizations also have succeeded in

was charged with the first-ever clean-up and closure

implementing the enablers of this quadrant. The

of a nuclear weapons production facility in the

nonprofit organization Kaboom is an example of

world, the Rocky Flats Nuclear Arsenal (Cameron

this. Kaboom’s mission is to create safe and healthy

& Lavine, 2006). Leadership confronted a myriad of

playgrounds that will encourage development and

seemingly unsolvable issues including unions, 

improve the physical and social well-being of chil-

ensuing grievances, resistance to change, environ-

dren. However, leadership at Kaboom realized the

mental concerns, and public attack. An optimistic

difficulties of competing for grants and donors in the

analysis estimated that the project would take 70

nonprofit sector. Instead, 90% of Kaboom’s busi-

years and cost $36 billion to complete. Hence, 

ness model is income driven. It generates revenues

CH2M Hill’s mission seemed an impossible one to

by charging project management, supply, and licen-

solve. Yet, amazingly, the project was completed in

sing for its playground systems. In addition, 

10 years at $30 billion under budget. At the closure

Kaboom takes advantage of cause marketing pro-

of Rocky Flats, the site was turned into a wildlife

grams by partnering with companies. It co-created

refuge, and because of the project’s success, relation-

a children’s shoe collection that is sold by Stride Rite

ships were enhanced with public and governmental

and the Ben & Jerry’s ice cream flavor, KaBerry

stakeholders. 

KaBOOM!. KaBerry KaBOOM! was the first

This extraordinary positive outcome can at least

flavor named after a nonprofit, and the proceeds

partly be explained by strategies implemented in the

from sale of this product raised enough funds to

hierarchy or control quadrant. From the onset of the

build four playgrounds. 

project, there was specificity and clarity of the goals. 
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Clear targets were communicated, including incre-

community projects, such as free dental clinics and

mental timelines for every single task associated with

campaigns to reduce teen drinking and smoking

the clean-up. This gave the workforce identifiable

(Baldrige, 2002). Since 1999, SSMHC has exceeded

targets for closure and a system for establishing

its charity care goal of contributing a minimum of 25

priorities. Complementary to goal setting, detailed

percent of its operating margin. 

planning was an essential enabler of Rocky Flat’s

Both Rocky Flats and Baldrige National Quality

success. The planning involved simplification and

Award healthcare systems demonstrate the enablers

activity-based cost accounting. For example, the list

of the hierarchy/control quadrant. In this quadrant, 

of more than 500 tasks needed to close Rocky Flats

the catalyst for a positive strategy is structured, 

were grouped into a smaller number of key activities

planned processes that are constantly monitored

with detailed project management descriptions of

and

measured

for

organizational

learning. 

work scope, cost estimates, and time lines. This

Moreover, the success of these organizations under-

project not only defined the task, but also empha-

scores the significance of multiple stakeholders

sized objective performance measurements with

sharing responsibility and accountability for extra-

milestones and systems for accountability. 

ordinary performance. 

The pursuit of high standards of quality in the

healthcare industry is another illustration of using

Conclusion

enablers in the hierarchy or control quadrant to

In this chapter we present a lens for integrating

achieve positive deviance. The few healthcare sys-

positive organizational scholarship (POS) with stra-

tems that have won the Malcolm Baldrige National

tegic management. We began with the premise that

Quality Award in Health Care seek positive deviance

strategic actions are rooted in a work culture that

through the quality of services they provide to

enables collective resourcefulness and generative

patients and their community (Griffith & White, 

dynamics which result in positive outcomes. We

2005). Leaders take a disciplined and process-man-

argued that leadership is essential in facilitating pro-

agement approach to ensuring that quality initiatives

cesses where an organization’s strategy evolves into

are encompassed in every aspect of the organization’s

positive outcomes. Positively deviant leaders enable

strategy and its systems (Ryan, 2006). Strategy

extraordinary performance through their strategies

evolves from a continuous cyclical process of

and behaviors. Complementary to leadership, we

defining, measuring, monitoring, and improving

propose that certain types of enablers—processes, 

quality initiatives (Ryan, 2004). This begins with

techniques, and practices—produce a positive

very specific definitions of quality goals for work

strategy. The Competing Values Framework helps

processes. Employees are educated on these goals

organize those enablers, highlighting the tensions

through training sessions and continuous reminders. 

and trade-offs embedded within them. 

At SSM Health Care for example, employees are

This chapter presents several future directions for

provided with a ‘‘Passport’’ document that reinforces

research and implications for practice. There is a

quality goals, and St Luke’s Hospital gives

need to continue the dialogue between strategy and

employees

a

card

listing

‘‘Very

Important

positive organizational scholarship. This will help

Principles’’ of quality (Griffith & White, 2005). To

further integrate both streams of literature and

monitor progress, benchmarked scores are main-

develop a theoretically grounded conceptualization

tained on multiple dimensions of performance with

of positive strategy. In addition, future research

frequent reporting of the results so that employees

should develop empirical constructs that can be

and managers know where they stand (Griffith & 

causally modeled to explain the antecedents and

White, 2002). Also, the measurement systems

outcomes of a positive strategy, which will validate

enable members to identify areas for improvement

the ideas we present in this chapter. 

and to perfect clinical practices, human resource

In the context of practice, there is a need to

management

systems, 

and

patient

services. 

expose business students and leadership to the posi-

Furthermore, the learning from control mechanisms

tive aspect of strategy by requiring them to explore

empowers these healthcare systems to contribute to

strategy through a POS framing. This can be accom-

the health of the communities they serve and create

plished through case studies, exercises, and tools. 

impact-oriented partnership. 

Moreover, we encourage leadership to take respon-

For example, SSM Healthcare System uses the

sibility for reflecting upon how they enable and

data it collects to address the health needs of the

empower positive deviance in their organizations

communities its hospital serves. It sponsors multiple

by evaluating their dominant work culture and
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how it creates strategic value. Every organization has

Cameron, K. S., Dutton, J. E., and Quinn, R. E. (Eds.). (2003). 

strengths it can leverage into a positive strategy, but

Positive organizational scholarship. San Francisco: Barrett-

it requires motivated and committed members who

Koehler. 

Cameron, K., & Lavine, M. (2006). Making the impossible pos-

can align their energies with purposeful organiza-

sible. San Francisco: Berrett Koehler. 

tional goals. 

Cameron, K., & Quinn, R. (2006). Diagnosing and changing

organizational culture: Based on the competing values frame-

work. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons. 

Directions for Research

Cameron, K., Quinn, R., DeGraff, J. & Thakor, A. (2006). 

• Future research can develop empirical measures

Competing values leadership: Creating values in organization. 

for the relationship between positively deviant

Northhampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

leadership and strategic management behaviors. 

Caza, A., Barker, B., & Cameron, K. (2004). Ethics and ethos:

•

The amplifying and buffering effects of ethical behavior and

Future research can investigate the relationships

virtuousness. Journal of Business Ethics, 52, 169–178. 

between positive strategies in each of the competing

Chatman, J. (1991). Matching people and organizations:

quadrants of the Competing Values Framework and

Selection and socialization in public accounting firms. 

the tradeoffs required. 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 36, 459–484. 

• Future research can investigate the enablers of

City Year (2006). City Year 2006 Annual Report. Retrieved from

www.cityyear.org/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIdentifier=id& 

positive strategies and the extent to which they

ItemID=4253  in May 4, 2009. 

enable positively deviant performance. 

Collins, J. (2001). Good to great. New York: Harper Collins. 

Collis, D., & Montgomery, C. (1997). Corporate strategy:

Resources and the scope of the firm. Chicago: Irwin. 

Implications for Practice

Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. (2005), Appreciative inquiry:

• Leaders should create a strategic planning

A positive revolution in change. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

process that encourages the formulation and

Crutchfield, L. & Grant, H. (2008). Forces for Good: The six

implementation of positively deviant strategies. 

practices of high-impact nonprofit. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

•

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990) Flow: The psychology of optimal

The Competing Values framework can provide

experience. New York: Harper Perennial. 

a foundation for identifying, organizing, and

DeGraff, J., & Quinn, S. (2006). Leading innovation: How to

evaluating a set of comprehensive strategies that

jump start your organization’s growth engine. New York :

enable positively deviant leadership. 

McGraw-Hill. 

• Positively deviant leadership strategies do not

Demby. (2004). Two stores refuse to join the race to the bottom. 

In Workforce Management. Retrieved from http://www.work-

merely focus on successful performance, but also

force.com in January 2008. 

enable organizational members to expand their

Eisenhardt, K. M., & Martin, J. A. (2000). Dynamic capabilities:

aspirations for achieving positive deviance. 

What are they? The Strategic Management Journal 21 (10–11), 

1105–1121. 

Edler, B. (2005). Employers first—A key to driving reputation, 
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Change and Its Leadership: The Role

of Positive Emotions

Malcolm Higgs

Abstract

The areas of change and leadership have received an enormous level of both academic and practitioner attention during the last decade. This may be a consequence of the incessant pressures on organizations to change in order to succeed in an increasingly complex and volatile environment. Against this background, this chapter explores the challenges of change and recent research which illustrates how leaders can impact on change in a way that increases the likelihood of successful implementation. The findings from this research challenge much of the prevailing thinking. However, the chapter proposes that these findings illustrate linkages with concepts drawn from the field of positive psychology. The discussion provides clear evidence that supports the value of applying the concepts of positive psychology within the workplace. 

Keywords: change, leadership, positive psychology, change success

The subjects of change and leadership have been the

emotions) contribute to an understanding of

focus of an ever increasing level of both academic and

approaches and practices which lead to successful

practitioner attention over the last twenty years. 

change; 

Underpinning this has been the context in which

3. How the insights gained from the research

organizations have faced a relentless increase in pres-

into successful change might be applied in practice. 

sures leading to a need for significant changes not only

In doing this examples from organizations already

to the way in which they operate but also to their core

working with these insights will be explored; 

business models. At the same time it has been widely

4. The process of inquiry into the factors

recognized that a large proportion of change initiatives

underpinning change success is an ongoing

are unsuccessful; some researchers have suggested that

journey. Building from the research insights in the

as many as seventy percent of change initiatives fail to

chapter potentially fruitful areas for future research

achieve their intended goals (e.g., Beer & Nohria, 

will be identified; and

2000; Kotter, 1995). 

5. The potential contribution of the research to

Against this background this chapter will explore:

the development of more positive organizations and

more positive ways of working. 

1. What we know about the causes of change

failures, the challenges faced, and, importantly, the

factors which lead to change success. In doing this

What Do We Know About Change and Its

the significant importance of leadership practices

Leadership? 

and behaviors will be highlighted, together with

As mentioned above according to many authors, 

insights from recent research; 

up to seventy percent of change initiatives fail (e.g., 

2. The extent to which aspects of positive

Kotter, 1995; Beer & Nohria, 2000). However

psychology (and in particular the role of positive

there is a growing need for organizations to
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implement major change to respond to a business

Complexity and Change

environment which is becoming increasingly vola-

It is evident that there is a growing realization

tile and complex (Carnall, 1999). So what are the

that change is a complex process (e.g., Senge, 

reasons for consistent failure and what leads to

1997; Pascale, 1999). More recent research and

success? 

writing have looked to the emerging field of com-

The problem of failure to manage change effec-

plexity theory (e.g., Reynolds, 1987) and the asso-

tively is illustrated by Buchanan, Claydon and Doyle

ciated development of the ‘‘new sciences’’ (e.g., 

(1999). They report the results of a survey, which

Wheatley, 1994) as a source of understanding

showed that managers have neither the expertise nor

change. Sammut-Bonnici and Wensley (2002)

capacity to implement change successfully and that

recognize the difficulties of structured approaches

managing change according to textbook theory is

to change and argue that research using evolu-

difficult. Stacey (1996) argues that the prevailing

tionary theory (including complexity theory) may

theoretical paradigms are based on assumptions

lead to greater insights. In addition, in applying

that: (1) managers can choose successful mutations

evolutionary theory to organizational transforma-

in advance of environmental changes; (2) change is a

tion, they draw an important distinction between

linear process; and (3) organizations are systems

complicated systems and complex systems. They

tending to states of stable equilibrium. This para-

point out that complicated systems are rich in

digm has a long history, perhaps beginning with

detail whereas complex systems are rich in struc-

Lewin (1941), who proposed the classic three-stage

ture. Building on this distinction, Lichtenstein

linear model of the change process. The centrality of

(1996) proposes that the root of much of the

this ‘‘mental model’’ is illustrated by Kotter’s (1995)

failure in change is that managers are trained to

study of the reasons for failure of major transforma-

solve complicated problems rather than complex

tional initiatives. The causes of failure identified by

ones. Thus managers view change as a problem

Kotter can readily be mapped onto Lewin’s three-

which can be analyzed and then solved in a linear

stage model. 

or sequential manner. However, complex pro-

This view of change encompasses assumptions

blems require managers to cope with dilemmas in

that change, because of its linearity, is a relatively

the system rather than to arrive at definitive

straightforward process and that it can (and should)

solutions. 

be driven from the top of the organization and be

From the above it is evident that the assumptions

implemented uniformly according to a detailed

underlying change may be characterized as lying on

change plan (e.g., Duck, 2000; Kotter, 1995). 

two axes. One is concerned with the perception of

Stacey (1996) challenges the assumption of line-

the complexity of change and the other with the

arity and suggests that change may in reality be a

extent to which it is believed that change can be

more complex process. This view is shared by

effected on a uniform basis or is seen as a more

others, whose approaches entail educating man-

widely distributed as an activity. However, this

agers in a range of change theories, and involving

view does tend to ignore the role of leadership

them more actively in the change process by equip-

within change implementation. 

ping them with practical tools (e.g., Conner, 1996; 

Beer and Nohria, 2000). Although seeing change as

a more complex process this ‘‘school’’ retains the

Leadership and Change

assumption that change can be implanted uni-

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to attempt

formly throughout the organization. However, 

to summarize or explore the vast literature on leader-

this assumption of such a ‘‘one look’’ approach is

ship. However, there is clear and growing evidence

widely challenged. Ramsett (1999) points out that

that the role of leaders in the change process does

empirical research has demonstrated that strategic

impact significantly on the success of change (e.g., 

intent–led change programs often have unpredict-

Kotter, 1990, 1995; Conner, 1996; Higgs, 2003). 

able outcomes generated by interactions within the

The beliefs and mind-sets of leaders have been

network. Similarly, in the context of organizational

shown to influence their orientation toward choices

culture change, Harris and Ogbonna (2002) pre-

and approaches to problem solving. Thus it may be

sent empirical evidence demonstrating the failure

implied that leader behaviors will influence their

of top-down change and the impact of unexpected

approach to change and its implementation. It has

or unintended outcomes, resulting from interac-

been asserted that the role and behaviors of leaders in

tions throughout the system. 

a change context per se has been an area which is
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lacking in empirical research (Higgs & Rowland, 

change effectiveness. Taking these two points

2000). However, the transformational leadership

together gives rise to the following research

model developed by Bass (1985) has been one

questions:

which has been the subject of much empirical inves-

tigation. This stream of research does demonstrate

1. What approach to change management is

clear linkages between leader behaviors and a variety

likely to be the most effective in today’s business

of ‘‘follower’’ behaviors and performance measures

environment? 

(Alimo-Metcalfe, 

1995; 

Higgs, 

2003). 

This

2. What leadership behaviors tend to be

research, which is primarily quantitative, does, how-

associated with effective change management? 

ever, fail to link directly with the change literature. 

3. Are leadership behaviors related to the

Furthermore, there have been criticisms that this

underlying assumptions within different approaches

highly quantitative approach fails to provide insights

to change? 

into the actual behaviors of leaders (e.g., Kouzes and

Posner, 1998; Kets de Vries, 1995). Those studies

Recent Research Studies

which have responded to this challenge have tended

In exploring these questions Higgs and Rowland

to conclude that for effective leadership there are a

(2005) have conducted a number of studies

relatively small number of broad areas of behavior

working with organizations on a collaborative

(e.g., challenging the status quo, enabling others to

basis. The studies entailed interviewing leaders

succeed, investing time in developing team mem-

within organizations and asking them to provide

bers) which are executed in somewhat differentiated

stories relating to changes with which they had

ways depending on the personality of the leader (e.g., 

been working. In the course of part of the research, 

Goffee and Jones, 2000). 

data was obtained from more than 50 leaders drawn

from some 19 organizations. In all, some 110

Summary

change stories were gathered. The transcripts of

While, from the above, it is clear that successful

these stories were analyzed in detail in order to

implementation of change is a difficult goal, there is

identify the overall approach to change which had

relatively little research into what does lead to suc-

been adopted and the leadership behaviors which

cessful change. Kotter’s seminal study in 1995 was

were exhibited. In addition, information was col-

rooted in assumptions that change is linear and

lected in relation to the success of the change and a

driven from the top. However, much of the research

range of contextual factors (e.g., scope of the

challenges this assumption and proposes a more

change, magnitude of the change, timescale

comprehensive way of categorizing and examining

within which the change needed to be imple-

change. 

mented, etc.). 

At the same time it is evident that the vast leader-

In analyzing the approaches to change Higgs and

ship literature has not really explored the linkages

Rowland (2005) identified four distinct approaches

between leadership behaviors, change models and

which are shown in Figure 6.1. 

Uniform

approach

Directive Change

Master Change

“I can manage change” 

“I trust my people to solve things

Change as a

with us” 

Change as a

predictable

complex

phenomenon

phenomenon

Self-Assembly Change

Emergent Change

“Launch enough initiatives

“I can only create the

and something will stick” 

conditions for change to

happen” 

Disseminated and

differentiated

approach

Figure 6.1 Change approaches. 
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The characteristics of each approach are summar-

• Informal networks are used to build

ized below:

understanding and energy

• Work proceeds step by step—the whole

Directive Change

plan is not defined in advance

• ‘‘What’s to be done’’ is set top down and

• The ‘‘hot spots’’ are identified where things

tightly controlled

are ‘‘bubbling up’’ and made bigger. 

• How to do it? People follow prescribed steps

In order to explore the relationships between

and recipes

approaches to change and its success in differing

• People are given the same messages from the

contexts Higgs and Rowland (2005) analyzed the

center

data both qualitatively and, by quantifying the coded

• Change is driven through separate projects

data, statistically. The dominant findings were that:

• Little investment in building change skills

• 100% alignment—‘‘you’re in or you’re out’’

1. change approaches, which tended to be

• Leader says—‘‘keep it simple—just do it’’

programmatic and were rooted in a viewpoint

• Engagement of people is to inform and get

which saw change initiatives as linear, sequential

‘‘buy in.’’

and consequently predictable (i.e. Directive and

Self-Assembly), tended to fail in most contexts; and

Self-Assembly Change

2. approaches that recognized change as a

•

complex responsive process, and embedded this

Centralized direction with detail and

recognition within the change process (i.e. Master

accountability left to local management

•

and Emergent), tended to be successful across most

Standard tools and templates are handed out

contexts. 

to the field for local implementation

• ‘‘Pick ’n mix’’—people can select what they

In exploring these findings it is evident that a

need to do at local level

significant shift, which occurs when moving from

• Content is defined, the process is up to the

the more linear approach to change to the

individual employee

approaches which work with complexity, is that

• Support teams and ‘‘help desks’’ are provided

the dominant mind-set moves from ‘‘doing change

on how to implement. 

to’’ people to ‘‘doing change with’’ people. In this

respect it was notable from an analysis of the tran-

Master Change

scripts that change stories in which either the Master

• ‘‘What’s to be done’’ is set top down, tested

or Emergent approach was dominant contained far

with others, and open to change

fewer references to resistance to the change as an

• Change is guided by a common plan, agreed

issue or barrier than in the Directive and Self-

projects, and consistent language

Assembly stories. Resistance is a significant issue in

• People are involved to sense what’s going on

change research and often seen as a major change

and build their responsibility for figuring things out

barrier (Buchanan & Boddy, 1992; Carnall, 1999). 

• Skills are built in leading change, including

However, the findings from the above study indicate

how to help people through it

that this is not universally the case. These points will

• Networks are established to build connections

be discussed further later in this chapter. 

across the organization

Having explored change approaches, Higgs and

• Identify who’s important for the change—get

Rowland (2005) examined the behaviors of the

and keep them on board. 

change leaders. In the course of this examination

they identified three core sets of behaviors, which

Emergent Change

they described as:

• Within an overall purpose, the direction is

1. Shaping Behavior: the communication and

adjusted as people make sense of what’s needed

actions of leaders related directly to the change; 

• Leaders establish a few ‘‘big rules’’ that guide

‘‘making others accountable’’; ‘‘thinking about

what individuals do

change’’; and ‘‘using an individual focus’’; 

• People are then able to get on with things as

2. Framing Change: establishing starting points

they see fit

for change; ‘‘designing and managing the journey’’; 

• Change starts in a small way and builds from

and ‘‘communicating guiding principles in the

there

organization’’; and
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3. Creating Capacity: creating individual and

behaviors (i.e., Framing and Creating) were posi-

organizational capabilities; and communication and

tively related to success in most contexts. 

making connections. 

Furthermore, when they examined the relationship

between

leadership

behaviors

and

change

More detailed illustrations of the behaviors asso-

approaches they found that ‘‘Shaping’’ behaviors

ciated with each of these core groups are:

tended to be more widely encountered within the

Shaping

more programmatic approaches, whereas ‘‘Framing’’

and ‘‘Creating’’ were predominant behavior sets in

• Likes to be the ‘‘mover and shaker’’

approaches which were based on a recognition of

• Sets the pace for others to follow

change as a complex phenomenon. To an extent, 

• Expects others to do what they do

these findings resonate with the studies of Stacey, 

• Is personally expressive and persuasive

who saw leadership as a complex responsive process

• Holds others accountable for delivering tasks

and asserted that it is through a myriad of interper-

• Personally controls what gets done. 

sonal interactions that individuals within an organi-

zation cope with the complexity and uncertainty of

Framing

organizational life. In the same vein, he posits a view

• Works with others to create a vision and

of leadership and a range of associated behaviors, 

direction

which resonates with the ‘‘Framing’’ and ‘‘Creating’’

• Helps others see why things need changing

behavioral sets identified by Higgs and Rowland

and why there’s no going back

(2005). 

• Shares overall plan of what has to be done

A final analysis of these studies identified that

• Gives people space to do what needs to

those leaders who demonstrated a strong combi-

happen, within the business goals

nation of Framing and Creating behaviors

• Seeks to change how things get done, not

appeared to be particularly successful in most of

just what gets done. 

the change contexts examined. This finding led to

a further study involving nearly 60 leaders drawn

Creating

from 30 organizations and over 100 change

• Develops people’s skills in implementing

stories (Rowland & Higgs, 2008). While this

change

study was designed in the same way as their

• Lets people know how they are doing and

previous study their aim was to explore the leader-

coaches them to improve

ship behaviors associated with change success in

• Gets people to work across organizational

greater depth. 

boundaries and along key processes

Analyzing the data revealed four distinct sets of

• Makes sure the organization’s processes and

‘‘changing leadership’’ practice and behaviors. These

systems support the change. 

were:

In exploring the relationships between change

1. Attractor

approaches and behaviors, they found that

• Connects with others at an emotional

level, embodies the future intent of the

1. Shaping behaviors were strongly related to a

organization. 

Directive approach to change; 

• Tunes in to day-to-day reality, sees themes

2. Framing behaviors were strongly related to a

and patterns that connect to a wider movement

Master approach to change; and

and from this creates a compelling story for the

3. Creating behaviors were strongly related to

organization. 

Emergent change approaches. 

• Uses this to set the context of how things fit

In looking at Self-Assembly change approaches, 

together, working the story into the life of the

they found that there was no clear dominance of any

organization so that every conversation and

of the behavior sets. In exploring the links between

decision ‘‘makes sense.’’

leadership behaviors and change success their ana-

• Visibly works beyond personal ambition to

lyses demonstrated that leader-centric behaviors

serve higher purpose, the organization, and its

(i.e., Shaping) had a negative impact on change

wider community. 

success in all of the contexts examined. On the

• Is consciously aware of one’s own leadership

other hand, the more group- and systemic-focused

and adapts this for a specific purpose. 
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2. Edge and Tension

groupings. Once again they found that Shaping

behaviors were negatively related to change success

• Tells it as it is—describes reality with respect

in all contexts. While most of the four ‘‘changing

yet without compromise. 

leadership’’ practices showed some relationship to

• In times of turbulence, has constancy; does

change success it was very notable that in the most

not withdraw from tough stuff; keeps people’s

successful changes the leaders exhibited strong evi-

hands in the fire. 

dence of deploying all four of the practices and

• Can spot and challenge assumptions—

behaviors. This led to a more detailed analysis of

creates

discomfort

by

challenging existing

the transcripts of these successful leaders. In doing

paradigms and disrupting habitual ways of doing

this, Higgs and Rowland (2007) found a number of

things. 

notable behaviors which differentiated those leaders

• Sets the bar high and keeps it there—

who deployed all four practices from others in the

stretches the goals and limits of what is possible. 

sample. These were:

• Does not compromise on talent—pays

attention to getting and keeping ‘‘A’’ players. 

1. They understand and incorporate the wider

context: they lead upward and outward to create

3. Container

space for the organization and catalyze energy for

• Sets and contracts boundaries, clear

change

expectations, and hard rules so that people know

2. They build their leadership teams to think

what to operate on (performance expectations)

and act for the whole: requiring them to step up and

and how they need to operate (values and

back to hold a bigger space and be strategic, 

behaviors). 

interdependent, and systemic—thereby creating an

• Is self-assured, confident, and takes a stand

aligned, transforming energy at the top. 

for one’s beliefs—is non-anxious in challenging

3. They work on the underlying system that

conditions. 

produces the performance outcomes: they show an

• Provides affirming and encouraging signals; 

intense ability to ‘‘tune in’’ to their organization, see

creates ownership, trust, and confidence. 

patterns, notice how things are said, not just what’s

• Makes it ‘‘safe’’ to say risky things and have

being said, identify the few key assumptions and

the ‘‘hard to have conversations’’ via empathy and

patterns

that, 

if

shifted, 

would

transform

high quality dialogue skills. 

everything, and then take creative moves to make

• Creates alignment at the top to ensure

those shifts. 

consistency and constancy of approach. 

4. They are then patient with people to make

the transition: while still keeping the change on

4. Creates movement

course (others by contrast were passive, and just

stood back and waited)

• Demonstrates

a

commitment

that

5. They display extremely high levels of self-

engenders trust, enabling the system to go to

awareness: are able to sense the impact they have

new places, learn about itself, and act differently. 

on others, seek feedback and exchange on this, and

• Frees people to new possibilities through

consciously use their presence in the organization to

making oneself vulnerable and open. 

create shifts (‘‘evidencing leadership’’). 

• Understands what is happening in the

6. They set tangible measures for the change:

moment and breaks established patterns and

they open up the system to share information and

structures in ways that create movement in the

performance data to both ‘‘hold up the mirror’’ and

‘‘here and now.’’

catalyze people to take personal ownership for

• Powerfully inquires into ripe systemic issues

improving things. 

to enable deep change to happen. 

• Creates time and space (including attending

The overall picture, which emerges from the find-

to its physical quality) for transforming encounters. 

ings in these studies, appears to be one in which:

Overall they found that a combination of these

1. approaches to change which operate within

four factors accounted for around a half of the var-

a framework which posits change as a complex

iance in success of changes in all of the contexts

phenomenon (i.e., Master and Emergent) are

examined. In addition they also found further evi-

more successful than approaches which adopt a

dence of Shaping behaviors in addition to these four

more linear and sequential viewpoint (i.e., 
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Directive and Self-assembly). This finding is lar-

1. When the reason for the change is unclear. 

gely supportive of the assertions of other

Ambiguity (whether it is about costs, equipment, or

researchers who have critiqued the ‘‘program-

jobs) can trigger negative reactions among employees. 

matic’’ view of change (e.g., Stacey, 1996; 

2. When those impacted by the change have not

Pettigrew, 2000)

been consulted about the change and it is offered to

2. It has been argued that in a more complex

them as a fait accompli. 

change paradigm the role of leaders becomes sig-

3. When change threatens to modify established

nificant, particularly in terms of making judgments

patterns of working relationships between people. 

in relation to change approaches to be adopted

4. When communication about the change

(e.g., Stacey, 1996; Whittington et al, 1999). 

(purpose, scope, timetables, personnel, etc.) has

These findings do provide some evidence of a

been inadequate. Employees need to know what is

relationship between change leadership and the

going on especially if their jobs may be affected. 

approach being adopted. This provides a degree of

Informed employees tend to have higher levels of

support for these views. 

job satisfaction than uninformed ones. 

3. The more effective leader behaviors identi-

5. When the benefits and rewards for making the

fied in this study tend to be more ‘‘enabling’’

change are not seen as adequate for the trouble

rather than shaping the behavior of the followers. 

involved. 

Others have commented that in the more com-

6. When the change threatens jobs, power, and

plex context within which organizations are now

status in an organization. 

operating effective leadership is that which

enables others to implement strategic and related

All too often the change imperative and related

changes (e.g., Colville and Murphy, 2006). The

plans fail to allow for the personal transition of people. 

need to move away from a leader-centric

Resisters tend to be labeled as ‘‘bad people’’ and are

approach to change as contextual complexity

frequently coerced into accepting the change. As a

increases is also argued by many researchers in

result, required performance and contribution are

the field (e.g., Senge, 1997; Wheatley, 1994). 

rarely achieved and the levels of personal commitment

The findings from these studies provide further

of the ‘‘resisters’’ decline. Many have suggested that

support for these views. 

working with resistance, rather than trying to over-

come it, is a more effective strategy (e.g., Higgs and

In broader writing on leadership this move to a

Rowland, 2005; Carnall, 1999). This way of viewing

more enabling approach is seen to be related to the

resistance places greater emphasis on understanding

emotional content of leader-follower exchange (e.g., 

the impact of how we approach change on the ulti-

Goleman, 1996; Higgs, 2003). Indeed, Goleman et

mate

effectiveness

of

its

implementation. 

al. (2002) highlight the significant role of ‘‘mood

Furthermore it emphasizes the need to do change

contagion’’ in increasingly complex and volatile lea-

with others rather than doing change to them. 

dership contexts. This particular assertion provides a

In reviewing writing on resistance to change, and

clear linkage to the next section of this chapter. 

experiences of practice, it is evident that change all too

often arouses negative reactions and emotions, fre-

How Does Positive Psychology Relate to

quently underpinned by fear of loss—at the extreme, 

Understanding Change Success? 

loss of job, but also loss of status, power, and pro-

The major challenge of resistance to change was

spects are all manifestations of this. In addition, 

highlighted above. This arises not only in the litera-

adverse management reactions to ‘‘resisters’’ tends to

ture on change, but also in working with practicing

arouse further negative emotions. When negative

managers and leaders (perhaps even more notably!). 

emotions are aroused in individuals they can readily

As Michael Hammer (Hammer & Champy, 1993)

spread throughout groups, or even the organization as

commented in discussing the problems of success-

a whole, through a process of mood contagion

fully implementing the changes associated with

(Goleman, 1996). 

Business Process Re-engineering, ‘‘People are the

All too often the very way in which change is

problem!’’ He points out that in many change initia-

positioned arouses negative emotions. For example, 

tives we tend to forget the people. 

Kotter (1995) talks about our need to ‘‘create a

In exploring the nature and causes of resistance to

burning platform’’ in order to catalyze change. This

change, the following have been identified as signif-

does not exactly create a positive context within

icant factors (e.g., Buchanan & Boddy, 1992):

which to approach change within an organization! 
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Furthermore, the conversations around the change

as weaknesses and to promote well-being as well as

all too frequently focus on the limitations of the

exploring the absence of ‘‘ill-being.’’ Thus, in the

organization, its people and the things they have

context of change, this would suggest two core

been doing which are wrong (Higgs and Rowland, 

themes to focus on, these being:

2005). 

1. an increased focus on strengths and positive

It is against this background that insights from

individual and organizational characteristics; and

the field of positive psychology may be valuable in

2. an increased understanding of the role of

developing an understanding of how we can imple-

positive emotions. 

ment change more effectively. Much of our thinking

and practice has been significantly influenced by

Within this frame it may be feasible to shift the

‘‘traditional’’ psychology, which is a ‘‘deficit’’ model

paradigm within which we manage and lead

(Linley et al., 2006). The essence of the ‘‘traditional’’

change from that outlined above to:

frame is elegantly captured by Maslow (1970), who

1. Change is an integral aspect of the continuing

stated:

growth and development of an organization; 

The science of psychology has been far more successful

2. Change is natural and offers new potential. A

on the negative than on the positive side. It has revealed

‘‘glass is half-full’’ mindset; 

to us much about man’s shortcomings, his illness, his

3. We need to learn from what is working well; 

sins, but little about his potentialities, his virtues, his

4. People can be energized to contribute to the

achievable aspirations, or his full psychological height. 

change; 

It is as if psychology has voluntarily restricted itself to

5. People have a diverse range of strengths which

only half its rightful jurisdiction, and that, the darker, 

can be utilized; change involves facilitating others to

meaner half. (p. 42)

deploy their strengths and contribute appropriately; 

6. The behaviors required in the post-change

Resulting from this, the way in which we manage

context will emerge and be learned during peoples’

and lead change may be characterized by the

involvement in the process of change. 

following:

In considering this change paradigm there are two

1. Change is viewed from a problem-focus. We

areas related to positive psychology which are useful

are not achieving what we need—what do we have to

to reflect on. These are (1) the use of Appreciative

change? 

Change

represents

an

unwelcome

Inquiry; and (2) the role of positive emotions (the

interruption to business as usual; 

former preceded the formulation of the positive

2. Change is bad news. A ‘‘glass is half-empty’’

psychology paradigm). Although examined sepa-

mindset; 

rately below, they are clearly strongly interrelated

3. We need to critically evaluate what we have

and also link to the strengths-based view at both

been doing wrong; 

individual and organizational level. 

4. If we change things we will get resistance, we

have to manage this and change resistant behaviors; 

Appreciative Inquiry

5. We have recruited and developed people to

The essence of Appreciative Inquiry is captured

behave in a certain way; change requires that as an

by a definition provided by Cooperrider & Whitney

organization we need to direct people to behave in a

(2000):

different way to achieve our business goals; and

6. Fundamentally we know what new behaviors

The art and practice of asking questions that

are required and we can therefore develop people to

strengthens a system’s capacity to apprehend, 

acquire and use these new behaviors. 

anticipate and heighten positive potential. It centrally

involves the mobilisation of inquiry through the

The alternative to the traditional ‘‘deficit’’ model of

crafting of hundreds of unconditionally positive

psychology is encompassed within the positive psy-

questions. 

chology paradigm, initially conceptualized by

Martin Seligman (1999). In his view there was a

Appreciative Inquiry is a process for identifying, 

need to redress this and to balance the ‘‘traditional’’

focusing, and releasing potential within the organi-

focus with exploration of, and building on, positive

zation. At its core it seeks to make positive use of the

qualities. In essence, he maintained that this is not a

complex networks within the organization and sees

new area of psychology but rather a change in per-

the people as having potentially valuable views, 

spective which includes the study of strengths as well

being trustworthy, and having a need to be
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empowered. Appreciative Inquiry seeks to find the

positive emotions can result in greater appreciation

elements in the organizational system which are well

of the ‘‘big picture’’; willingness to experiment with

and finding ways to deploy these strengths in a way

new behaviors; increased flexibility and innovation; 

which supports the goals of the change. At its sim-

enhanced understanding of, and ability to cope with, 

plest level it involves changing the nature of the

complexity. Within change the leader’s challenge is

conversations around an organizational change. In

to facilitate the creation of a climate which releases

practice this entails engaging with groups and indi-

such positive emotions. However, balance is impor-

viduals in identifying and examining the intended

tant. A group which only experiences positive emo-

change:

tions will find the conditions that create a level of

comfort, which can lead to complacency and

1. What is it that we are really good at that we

dampen

growth, 

change, 

and

development. 

need to take forward and that will enable us to

Fredrickson (2003) has provided indications that a

achieve the goals of the change? 

minimum balance to achieve movement in an indi-

2. What capabilities and practices do we need to

vidual or group is one of three positive emotions for

build in order to achieve our change goals? 

each negative. While she does not provide a precise

3. In achieving the change goals what do we need

optimum, she points out that once the ratio reaches

to leave behind or stop doing? 

around ten to one then growth and movement tend

It is not only the nature of these questions, but the

to cease. 

sequence in which we ask them that changes the

Although the research findings of Higgs and

nature of the conversations and therefore the

Rowland (2005, 2007) and Rowland and Higgs

course of the change. Patricia Shaw (1997) has

(2008) described above were not originally informed

emphasized the power of changing conversations in

by positive psychology explicitly, it is interesting to

a change context. Indeed she asserts that organiza-

note how the strands of this thinking explain the

tions only achieve change when the nature of the

nature of the results which were found. Below, these

conversations within the organization is changed. 

findings are reviewed in the light of the positive

psychology perspective. 

The Role of Positive Emotions

In developing an understanding of the impact of

Approaches to Change

Appreciative Inquiry it is important to reflect on the

Both the Directive and the Self-Assembly

role of positive emotions. Indeed, it is evident that

approaches to change appear to be rooted in the

Appreciative Inquiry frames conversations in a way

traditional ‘‘deficit’’ model and are focused on com-

that is likely to arouse positive emotions. 

municating what is wrong and identifying the things

Our understanding of the role of positive emo-

which need to be fixed. There is little scope for

tions is strongly informed by the work of Barbara

inquiry and very little attention to either organiza-

Fredrickson (2001). From her work associated with

tional or individual strengths. As a consequence both

the impact of trauma on individuals she found clear

approaches encounter significant levels of resistance; 

evidence that the balance between positive and nega-

often based on predominantly negative emotions. 

tive emotions had a significant impact on individual

The move from ‘‘doing change to’’ to ‘‘doing

well-being and behavior. In particular, she points

change with’’ people, encountered in both Master

out that situations that promote positive emotions

and Emergent change, sees increasing use of

broaden an individual’s attention scope, allowing

Appreciative Inquiry and the identification and

them to see both the forest and the trees. On the

valuing of individual strengths and contributions. 

other hand, a predominance of negative emotions

Overall the approaches arouse more positive emo-

tends to lead to a narrowing of scope in thinking and

tions. However, these are balanced with a use of

negative responses to new stimuli. However, she

direct feedback, hard rules, and challenging goals, 

pointed out that balance is important and that totally

which may well arouse balancing negative emotions. 

positive emotional experiences constrain individual

These approaches were more successful and notably

growth in thinking and acting. In a change context

aroused lower levels of resistance and increased levels

all too often negative emotions lead to fear, resis-

of commitment to the change. 

tance, adherence to established behaviors and ways

of working, and lack of openness and flexibility. 

Leadership Behaviors and Practices

These responses play a significant role in impairing

Overall Higgs and Rowland (2005) found that

the achievement of change goals. On the other hand, 

Shaping leadership behaviors were a significant
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factor in exploring failure of change initiatives. In

Case 1

reviewing this set of behaviors through a positive

The first case illustrates the application of

psychology lens it is notable that they do not tend

Appreciative Inquiry as an intervention in a change

to make use of inquiry, but rather focus on the

process. This involves a long-established international

leaders’ perceptions of the nature of change and

Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) company. 

approaches to its implementation. There is little

The case relates to the European division of this

scope for identifying and utilizing individual

company. The organization was a strong market

strengths and the leader-centric, driven approach

leader (having a market share in Europe of more

carries with it the potential to develop a higher

than sixty percent). While operating from a position

level of negative emotion. 

of strength, the CEO had noticed that one of their

In examining the later research (Higgs and

strong competitors had increased their market share

Rowland, 2007), it is interesting to note that three

notably in each of the two preceding years. 

of the ‘‘changing leadership’’ behaviors (i.e., 

The CEO was relatively new to the organization

Attractor, Container, and Transforming Space)

and was concerned that the organization’s dominant

each contain practices which employ elements of

and long-established market position was leading to

Appreciative Inquiry, explore both individual and

a sense of complacency within the company. In his

organizational strengths, and are likely to create a

exploration of what was leading to the success of the

climate in which positive emotions are aroused. The

competitors he identified that a number of the major

fourth group of behaviors (Edge and Tension) on

customers had been complaining about the com-

the other hand are more focused on creation of

pany’s lack of flexibility and very slow decision-

challenge and ‘‘hard’’ conversations. Thus, they are

making processes. Reflecting on this feedback, the

more likely to arouse negative emotions. However, 

CEO decided that it would be necessary to change

this provides the necessary counterbalance to main-

the way in which the organization operated. The

tain movement. In taking a very simple view, it is

company was currently organized on a highly cen-

interesting to note that, in using all four areas (which

tralized basis with a large number of decisions being

the most successful leaders did), the three to one

made by either individual members of the executive

ratio mentioned by Barbara Frederickson is

team or the team as a whole. What was required to

achieved! 

become more responsive to customers, in his view, 

What is noticeable, from an examination of the

was to devolve as much decision-making as possible

research transcripts, was that both the approaches

to as low a level as possible in the organization. 

and leadership behaviors that released the positive

He held a meeting with his executive team and

emotions were associated with observations about

discussed his views with them. He also proposed that

the speed with which engagement with the change

they should develop a plan to implement this along

was widely achieved. This could be a result of the

with a strategy to build market share to sixty-five

‘‘mood contagion’’ referred to above. 

percent within two years. In order to ‘‘role model’’

The above description of the role of positive

his drive for empowerment he asked the team to do

psychology in change is based on what is, in essence, 

this work and present their proposals to him. 

‘‘post hoc’’ rationalization. However, the conjecture

When the team presented their plans he noticed

is certainly rooted enough to warrant further

that their proposals for implementing the change

research in the future. 

were very top down and incorporated only super-

ficial changes in decision-making processes and

Applying Research Insights in Practice

authority. In fact, their proposals mirrored the orga-

In order to bring the above research insights into

nization’s current ways of working. When he chal-

life it is worth presenting how organizations have

lenged this, the team members became fairly

used them in practice. This will be done by consid-

defensive. They pointed out to him that the man-

ering two case examples. In the first the significant

agers in the organization (who all tended to be long-

impact in an organization of both a shift in the

serving) would resist a change in their power base

approach to change and the use of Appreciative

and decision authority so strongly that any more

Inquiry led to the success of a change intervention. 

radical plans would be unworkable. 

The second explores the way in which a leader

At this point he realized that a significantly dif-

deployed the four ‘‘changing leadership’’ practices

ferent approach to the problem would be necessary. 

in a way which led to a significant shift in the way

He engaged a consultant to work with and facilitate

in which change was perceived by the organization. 

the team in developing a more radical solution to the
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problem. The consultant worked with the team over a

decision authority. This took place in all parts of

two-day period and took them through a process of

the organization, not just in the customer-facing

Appreciative Inquiry. While team members were at

areas. The originally anticipated resistance from

first hesitant in engaging with the process, the realiza-

managers did not arise on the scale envisaged. 

tion that the current strengths of both individual team

While there were initially some pockets of resistance, 

members and the organization were being recognized

it emerged that this was more to do with individual

and valued changed the nature of the meeting. The

concern over personal leadership capability. Much of

climate turned from one of reluctant compliance to

this disappeared when it was proposed that all man-

one of fairly enthusiastic engagement. At the end of

agers would have access to leadership development

the second day the facilitator asked team members to

programs. 

talk about how their thinking had shifted in the

At the end of the two-year period the company’s

course of the two days. One member began to

market share had increased to sixty-three percent. 

openly discuss the fact that he had felt that the

While this fell short of the original goal, the CEO

CEO’s proposals were originally criticizing his leader-

felt the change had been a success. The complacency

ship skills. He then went on to say that the

had been stemmed, and growth of market share of

Appreciative Inquiry process had dramatically shifted

the

leading

competitors

had

been

halted. 

this perception and this shift had opened him up to

Furthermore, customer feedback had become

new ways of thinking. Pretty soon after the first team

notably more positive. 

member had said this the rest of the team joined in

This short case illustrates the power of

and expressed similar views and observations. 

Appreciative Inquiry and, in particular, the impact

The conversation then turned to ways of taking

of the associated valuing of strengths and positive

the change forward. The team suggested that the

emotions in enabling a successful change process. 

process they had been through should be cascaded

Furthermore it illustrates the significantly positive

throughout the organization. The CEO suggested

impact of ‘‘doing change with’’ people in the

that, rather than use external facilitators for this, the

organization. 

team should lead the process. Some members were

reluctant to take this on; however, further inquiry

Case 2

established that their concern was one of capability. 

The second case example focuses more closely on

It was then agreed that the whole team would go

the impact of leader behaviors in creating a positive

through a process of developing their capability to

emotional climate when implementing a major orga-

use Appreciative Inquiry. 

nizational change. 

Finally the team discussed the broad frame for the

This case relates to an international professional

change process. It was agreed that the cascading

services firm. The organization provided a wide range

inquiry would be set to address the following set of

of HR services to its clients. It was structured along

parameters:

strongly functional lines, with separate lines of busi-

ness covering reward and compensation; recruitment

1. The company has a goal of increasing market

and selection; leadership development; HR outsour-

share in Europe to sixty-five percent over the next

cing services; and performance management. Each

two years; 

function operated relatively independently, enjoying

2. In order to do this the whole organization

a very high level of autonomy. The overall distinct

needs to be more customer-focused; and

functional structure was mirrored in each of the orga-

3. To respond to customer needs it is essential

nization’s twenty-five geographic locations. The indi-

that the organization establish easy ways of achieving

vidual countries were led by a country vice president. 

much more rapid decision-making, which takes

The firm’s president and overall executive team

place as close to the customer as possible. 

had become increasingly aware that clients were

Thus, the intent and direction of the change was

seeking a more strategic and integrated service

very clear. All members of the organization were to

offering. The team decided that it was important to

be involved in generating ideas and suggestions for

address the shift in the market requirements. This

changes and actions that could achieve the change

would entail a significant change to the way in which

goals. 

the firm was organized and the way in which services

The executive team members then rolled the

would be delivered. The overall change entailed

process out. Within six months a significant

creating functional centers of excellence in each

change had occurred in terms of delegation of

region. The interface with clients would be through
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generalist HR consultants who would focus on

proposed change began to emerge. Then one man-

understanding client needs and drawing on the

ager walked to the chart and, next to the drawing of

resources from the centers of excellence to deal

the bridge across a river, drew a bridge across a sea. 

with specialist requirements within the integrated

From this start the conversation moved to a

service offering. The change plans were then com-

deeper inquiry into what clients had been saying

municated to the country managers and functional

and how these needs might effectively be met. The

heads. 

strong negative emotions in the room had been

To progress the plans, the president organized a

replaced by a more positive climate. The president

meeting of all of the country heads. She knew this

then asked the managers to break into a number of

would be a difficult meeting and that there would be

small groups to discuss how they might approach

both anger and resistance in the room. She then

implementing the changes in their individual coun-

reflected on how she might design and lead this

tries. During the feedback session, in which the

meeting. Within the firm there was a dominant

groups summarized their ideas, the president lis-

practice that such meetings would entail a detailed

tened attentively. Much of the group feedback was

and very fact-based PowerPoint presentation. 

positive, with many good suggestions being made. 

However, she felt that this would do little to shift

She then moved two flipcharts side by side. On one

the mood that she anticipated being present in the

she summarized what she had heard. On the other

meeting. Therefore, she decided to do something

she wrote the heading ‘‘What I have not heard.’’ The

very different. 

group looked puzzled. She asked them to suggest the

The country managers were somewhat surprised

issues which had not been raised. The managers

when they arrived for the meeting. The room was

gradually began to raise issues and concerns. One

not laid out in the expected theater style with a

manager in particular repeatedly raised concerns

screen at the front. Instead there were a number of

over the capability of his people to work in the new

circular tables with chairs around them and a large

way. This was endorsed by many of the other man-

number of flipcharts around the room. 

agers in the room. When the second chart was full

When the president walked into the room she

she went to a third chart and wrote the title ‘‘What I

went to the center of the room. She then asked the

have still not heard.’’

country managers to each draw a picture showing

Once again the group looked puzzled. She sug-

how they saw the proposed change. The managers

gested that this chart was about them. She had not

were surprised and initially hesitant. However, they

heard anything about their personal concerns. 

soon began to draw, some extremely energetically. 

Eventually the group began to discuss concerns

While they were working on this the president

about their ability to ‘‘sell’’ the changes to their

walked around the room observing the emerging

own teams and the conversation turned to exploring

pictures. They were dark indeed—drawings indi-

how they might develop their own capability to lead

cating high levels of negative emotion. Rather than

this change. Once again the managers engaged in the

interrupt the process, she walked to an unoccupied

conversation. 

flipchart and began to draw. Her picture had a sun at

The last part of the meeting moved onto re-

its center; around this were symbols such as prize

visiting conversations around implementation and

cups, smiling faces, and bridges across rivers. As

next steps. The group were enthusiastic about taking

others had finished their drawings they began to

their teams through the process they had experi-

congregate around her chart. 

enced as the immediate next step. The president’s

At this point, rather than respond defensively to

picture with the managers’ additions became widely

what she had seen on the managers’ flipcharts, she

used by the country managers in taking their teams

turned to the group and asked them what they saw in

through the process. 

her picture. There was a period of silence then one

This case illustrates the way in which introducing

manager asked, ‘‘Who are the smiling faces?’’ Rather

positive emotions can impact on the conversations

than respond herself she asked the group who they

around a change. The limiting impact of negative

thought the faces were. A range of answers came

emotions was avoided by the leader not reacting

forward, some cynical (they suggested the faces

defensively. Rather she changed the frame to one

represented the executive team). However, a

of the possibilities, this in turn created a positive

number suggested that they were indeed the faces

environment in which the managers’ thinking broa-

of clients. This led to further questions around the

dened and they saw the bigger picture. This is an

other symbols on the chart. The story behind the

illustration of ‘‘Attractor’’ practice described above. 
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However, the president added a degree of chal-

balance between individual emotional experiences

lenge and created tension through the probing into

(both positive and negative)

‘‘What she had not heard.’’ To an extent the positive

• Exploring the extent to which leaders who

emotions were balanced with a degree of negative

deploy all four of the ‘‘changing leadership’’

emotion. The challenge to the group was a good

practices impact on the balance of emotional

example of the ‘‘Edge and Tension’’ practice. Having

experience of both individuals and teams in a

raised the challenge the president enabled the man-

change process

agers to have difficult conversations in a safe way again

• Replicating the Higgs and Rowland studies in

increasing the positive climate and illustrating the

more ‘‘traumatic’’ change contexts (e.g., significant

‘‘Container’’ practice. 

downsizing situations)

The overall format of the day had been one that

• Exploring the impact of organizational culture

enabled managers to think differently and, impor-

on change approaches and leadership and their

tantly, to move forward. This is an illustration of the

relative success

‘‘Transforming Space’’ practice. 

• The ability to incorporate strategies based on

the principles of positive psychology across

Conclusion

significantly

different

organizational

cultural

This chapter has considered the challenges of

contexts. 

change and how by shifting approaches to imple-

menting change from the more ‘‘traditional’’ ones of

Implications for Practice

‘‘doing change to’’ people (e.g., Directive and Self-

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, organiza-

Assembly) to ‘‘doing change with’’ people (e.g., 

tional change tends to be perceived negatively and

Master and Emergent) can result in an increased

arouses negative emotions within an organization

likelihood of change succeeding. Furthermore, lea-

(e.g., Carnall, 1999; Buchanan & Boddy, 1992). 

dership behaviors play a very significant role in

However, both the research and cases outlined in

achieving successful change implementation. Those

this chapter illustrate that this does not have to be

behaviors which are very leader-centric (i.e., Shaping

the case. In particular, it appears that effective

behavior) tend to be associated with unsuccessful

change leadership can have a significant impact on

change initiatives. On the other hand, leadership

transforming the emotional climate within which

practices and behaviors that focus on the group

change occurs and can lead to greater levels of suc-

and are more ‘‘engaging’’ (i.e., Attractor, Edge and

cess. The cases, in particular, illustrate how this

Tension, Container, and Transforming Space) have

positive climate can create energy and release poten-

a strongly positive impact on change success. 

tial within the organization. If these findings are

However, the most successful change leaders (as

generalizable then they have a range of implications

identified in the research of Rowland and Higgs, 

for practice within organizations. These include:

2008) effectively deploy all four of the practices. 

The research findings (Rowland & Higgs, 2005, 

• The selection of individuals to lead change

2008) were explored in the context of positive psy-

initiatives

chology. From this exploration it is proposed that

• The development of change leaders

strategies that build on individual and organizational

• An increase in the conscious choice of

strengths (e.g., Appreciative Inquiry) and that gen-

approaches to implementation of change

erate a positive emotional climate play a significant

• Reframing the nature of communication and

role in enhancing the success of change initiatives. 

conversations relating to change

• Increasing leadership awareness of the

Directions for Research

emotional content of change and the need to

In building from reflections on the research find-

manage this in a way which balances positive and

ings of Rowland and Higgs (2005, 2008) and the

negative emotional experiences. 

above discussion of the links between these and

positive psychology in an organizational context, 
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Working Positively Toward Transformative

Cooperation

Leslie E. Sekerka and Barbara L. Fredrickson

Abstract

Emotions are an integral part of human experience, inextricably linked to social interaction. In this chapter Sekerka and Fredrickson describe how positive emotional climates help create and support transformative cooperation. Serving as the fuel for new and useful relationships in organizational environments, they examine the broadening and building capacities of positive emotions and how they contribute to purposive evolution. Strength-based organizational development and change processes are described as the means to evoke positive emotions in support of transformative cooperation, which emerges through collectively beneficial processes. The authors set forth a description and definition of this phenomenon and explain how their work advances positive psychology and associated fields such as positive organizational scholarship and positive organizational behavior. 

Keywords: positive emotions, transformative cooperation, organizational development and change, positive organizational scholarship

Dehler and Welsch (1994) describe work as an

This chapter describes how positive emotional

emotional experience. Yet management theorists

climates help create and support transformative

have tended to neglect the impact of emotions, 

cooperation in organizations. With prominent con-

moods, and feelings in their analyses, with cognitive

tributions from positive psychology (Seligman & 

perspectives dominating much of the field (Tichy & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), academics and practi-

Sherman, 1993). That is, until recently. In the past

tioners across scholarly disciplines have turned their

several decades, emotions have become a legitimate

attention toward the emotional dimensions of work-

topic of inquiry in organizational research (Kemper, 

place enterprise. Emotions, as an integral part of

1990). A pronounced focus on positive emotions has

human experience, are inextricably linked to social

become a feature of many studies, spurred by the

interaction. We are therefore drawn to examine the

advent of positive psychology in the late 1990s

impact that positive emotions have on how people

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). As Fineman

relate to others to create new and useful relationships

(1993, p. 1) remarked, when we remove the ‘‘facade

in organizational environments. 

of rationality’’ from organizational goals, purposes, 

Our discussion explains how the broadening and

tasks, and objectives, we can find a ‘‘veritable explo-

building capacities of positive emotions can sustain

sion of emotional tones.’’ With scholars showing a

organizations as they purposively evolve. We con-

greater willingness to go beyond the scientific man-

sider how strengths-based organizational develop-

agement paradigm, both managers and practitioners

ment and change (ODC) processes can be used to

continue to garner a deeper understanding of orga-

evoke positive emotions in support of a particular

nizational dynamics. 

form of transformation. Such efforts, hereinafter
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referred to as transformative cooperation, are believed appreciation and the desire to create more goodness

to emerge through collectively beneficial processes. 

become resources to generate well-being and

We begin with a description and definition of this

innovation. 

phenomenon and continue with an explication of

This form of organizational change is kindred to

our term. To do so, we use research that applies the

deep change (Quinn, 2000), transformation viewed

broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions

from a positive psychological perspective. In this

(Fredrickson, 2000a). Our summary concludes

chapter we speak to the relational aspect of this pro-

with implications for practice and questions for

cess and consider its sustainability. Transformative

future research that will advance positive psychology

cooperation is a shared act of co-creation rather than

in organizations and associated fields such as positive

an effort aimed at changing individuals or existing

organizational scholarship and positive organiza-

practices and routines. To understand how this culti-

tional behavior. 

vates and benefits from positive emotions and the

associated factors that help drive transformation

Transformation and Cooperation

(e.g., self-confidence, affective commitment, emo-

As people engage in ODC, they are a part of a

tional intelligence) (Turner, Barling, & Zacharatos, 

unique experience, given the moment, context, cir-

2002), we must define our term more fully. What

cumstances, and individuals involved. We turn our

exactly do we mean by transformative cooperation? 

attention toward a particular form of organizational

To advance a deep change, a transformation that

change, one that is distinct from those set forth in

stimulates collective innovation, workers must apply

existing typologies (e.g., Bartunek & Moch, 1987; 

their knowledge, skills, and passion to the art of

Golembiewski, 1976). This form, referred to as trans-

conceptualizing something novel. This implies a

formative cooperation, emerges when efforts to infuse

deliberate new approach to work. Therefore, events

organizational rejuvenation and evolution are

must be generated that signal a major shift from

employed. It involves a unique kind of cooperation, 

existing processes and that alter the nature and func-

marked by the continuous flow of ongoing growth

tion of their preexisting behaviors. This is not a

and development toward new and dynamic organiza-

change made through diagnosis and remedy applica-

tional forms. Prior descriptions of organizational

tion. Nor is it declared, ordered, or implemented via

transformation have referred to this phenomenon as

mandate and then labeled as transformation. It is

second-order, 

radical, 

or

gamma

change

change established through the development of

(Golembiewski, Billingsely, & Yeager, 1979). In gen-

value that stimulates new growth, performed in con-

eral, transformation is portrayed as a fundamental

cert with others. 

shift in how people view, understand, interpret, or

Operari, the Latin root word for cooperation, 

make sense of their organization and job role. We

describes it as the act of working together. But the

consider transformative cooperation as second-order

meaning goes further, in that the shared actions

change, contributing to a shift in how people see their

must establish mutual benefit (Agnes & Laird, 

organization and their function within it. But unlike

1996). In working together, the process must

prior descriptions, we view transformative coopera-

remain fluid, permitting new organizational forms

tion as sustained or ongoing movement. 

to emerge. Simply stated, how people organize to

The dynamic nature of this process is manifest in

accomplish their work tasks becomes less rigid. The

the establishment of new relationships and social

traditional formal structure becomes less rigid and an

connections that create emergent and evolving asso-

organic process evolves where rigid lines of reporting

ciations, which continue to progress over time and

fall to the wayside and creative paths for organizing

provide ongoing positive change. As people partici-

and communication emerge. Establishing value (i.e., 

pate in events that stimulate transformation they

benefits) is central to this effort, because this estab-

must continually work to suspend judgment and let

lishes the worthiness of the process by participants. 

go of prior assumptions. Instead of employing reac-

The benefit remains undefined, however, to be

tionary measures to problem solve, alleviate dysfunc-

determined by those engaged. Such benefits can

tion, and overcome barriers that thwart goal

foster gratitude, joy, pride, and curiosity, as people

achievement, a focused mindfulness is directed

are valued by others, experience inclusion, and work

toward strengths already present within the system

together in the act of creating something novel. 

(for a definition see Bishop et al., 2004). Targeting

Thus, collaborative inquiry with shared mean-

these positive forces serves as the focal point to stimu-

ingful engagement involves an association of people

late awareness and evoke interest. In so doing, 

who come together to produce output that provides
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everyone involved with something of value. 

to generate ideas, increase their alternatives for

Combining cooperation with what we know about

action, and contribute to their overall well-being. 

second-order change, transformative cooperation is

Moreover, positive emotions have an undoing

therefore defined as: a dynamic process that brings

effect on negative emotions. A range of interven-

organizational members together to create innovation

tion and coping strategies have been presented and

through social interaction, where positive change

tested showing how positive emotions can contri-

emerges through new organizational forms that provide

bute to optimized health and subjective well-being

benefit for all who participate. With this as our

(Diener, 2000). Cultivated positive emotions not

starting point, we now describe how positive emo-

only counteract negative emotions, but also

tions contribute to this process, explicating their

broaden individuals’ habitual modes of thinking

benefits. To relate this to the workplace, we discuss

and build their personal resources for coping. 

how generating positive emotions promotes ODC

Research reflects the fortitude of positive emotions, 

by stimulating useful cognitive and social capabil-

fueling resiliency in times of stress, difficulty, or

ities, setting forth propositions to illustrate our

peril (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 

claims. We argue that positive emotions foster trans-

2003) and in helping people build enduring per-

formative cooperation in the workplace by building

sonal resources (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002), 

relational strength, thereby expanding capacity at

which can be particularly useful for coping and

both the individual and organizational levels. 

recovery (Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett, 2004)

and to support individual change (Fosha, 2004). 

Benefits of Positive Emotions

Scholars have already linked positive emotions

Central to many current theorists’ models is the

with work achievement and high-quality social

proposition that emotions are associated with specific

environments (Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 1994) and

action tendencies—urges to act in particular ways

continue to investigate how positive approaches are

(Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991). It has been argued

associated with enhanced satisfaction, motivation, 

that this is what made emotions evolutionarily adap-

and productivity (Martin, 2005). Positive emotions

tive—in that their promotion of specific life-preser-

have been associated with multiple favorable out-

ving actions in life-threatening situations served to

comes, such as greater persistence, favorable reac-

increase the odds of our ancestors’ survival. While

tions to others, and helping actions (Haidt, 2000). 

models based on specific action tendencies provide

Wadlinger and Issacowitz (2006) have even shown

sound descriptions of the form and function of many

how the broaden-and-build theory is demonstrated

negative emotions, Fredrickson (1998) has argued

via visual perception. They found that people with

that many positive emotions do not fit such models. 

positive moods, generated from positive emotions, 

While negative emotions and their functions have

experienced a broadened visual acuity toward per-

been well researched, the functions and benefits asso-

ipheral images and movement to seek out the posi-

ciated with positive emotions have generally received

tive. This illustrates how positive feelings at work

less scholarly attention. Thus, Fredrickson asked, 

may help guide people to experience their environ-

‘‘What good are positive emotions?’’ and introduced

ment in a different manner, finding that it is more

the broaden-and-build theory (1998, 2000a). 

positive and ‘‘staying happy because of what they

The theory proposes that positive emotions

find’’ (p. 99). 

serve to broaden an individual’s momentary

The broaden-and-build theory of positive emo-

thought-action repertoire, which, in turn, over

tions provided a catalyst for scholars to advance the

time, has the effect of building that individual’s

field of change management. Rather than focusing

physical, 

intellectual, 

and

social

resources

on the influences of negative reactions and how to

(Fredrickson, 1998, p. 300). According to this

alter them, both researchers and practitioners began

model, the form and function of positive and nega-

to examine positive emotions, finding that their

tive emotions are distinct, yet complementary. 

adaptive benefits go beyond survival mechanisms

Negative emotions narrow one’s thought-action

(Sekerka, Brumbaugh, Rosa, & Cooperrider, 

repertoire toward specific actions that served the

2006). Important for transformative cooperation, 

ancestral function to promote survival. By contrast, 

positive emotions signal both present-moment

positive emotions broaden one’s momentary

(Diener, Sandvik, & Pavot, 1991) and long-term

thought-action repertoire, which in turn can build

optimal functioning in individuals (Fredrickson, 

enduring personal resources. The implications are

1998, 2000a). In terms of the organization, 

that positive emotions can enlarge people’s capacity

sustained

positive

involvement

and

effective
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performance at the individual level are likely to

positive emotions to broaden and build may also be

manifest in similarly favorable organizational out-

influential in creating transformative cooperation. 

comes. In part, this shift from micro- to macro-

With the extensive benefits of positive emotions, 

level benefits is because a key corollary of the

cultivating their presence in the workplace is war-

broaden-and-build theory is that individual benefits

ranted. But this is easier said than done. In part, this

of positive emotions extend beyond simply feeling

is because people generally consider themselves

good at any given moment. Positive emotions and

mildly positive, providing for their adaptation and

their associated cognitions and behaviors are not

long-term

survival

(Cacioppo, 

Gardner, 

& 

simply end-states: rather than merely signaling

Berntson, 1999). Given this is so, how much posi-

optimal functioning, they actually help to generate

tive emotion is needed to generate the benefits to

both individual and organizational growth, and

broaden and build? How much positive emotion is

enduring improvements in performance over time. 

needed to generate transformative cooperation? To

Point being, the benefits derived from transforma-

answer this question, studies show how the ratio of

tive cooperation relate to individuals and the orga-

people’s experiences of positive to negative emotions

nizations they serve. For example, a benefit of

in daily life predict their overall level of subjective

optimal functioning may be increased mindful deci-

well-being (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). Overall, 

sion-making, which may contribute to performance

high ratios of positivity to negativity are associated

objectives being achieved with moral fortitude. 

with doing well, whereas low positivity ratios (lower

The influence of a positive affective disposition

than 1:1) are associated with doing poorly in terms

has also been linked longitudinally to higher income

of psychological flourishing (i.e., well-being). 

and job satisfaction and less likelihood of unemploy-

Examining the ratio of people’s good to bad feel-

ment in later years. Diener and his colleagues (2002)

ings—positivity ratios—bears direct application to

explain how positive mood is likely to be linked to

the workplace. For example, high positivity relates to

motivational factors that help individuals anticipate

health and well-being (Schwartz et al., 2002), more

success and be more willing to tackle challenges. For

stable relationships (Gottman, 1994), and profit-

example, cheerful people might interpret obstacles

ability (Losada, 1999). Losada, for example, found

or failures as temporary setbacks with external

that profitable and well-regarded business teams

causes; hence they are more prone to persevere. 

have positivity ratios of over 5:1 in their meetings, 

This is important in the workplace, as positive

whereas less profitable and regarded teams have

demeanor combined with persistence and a ‘‘can-

ratios have less than 1:1 (the positive effect is

do’’ spirit are highly valued, typically reflected in

bounded by 11:1; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). 

favorable performance ratings. Because employee

While people tend to be positive, seeing most

attitudes are related to how people accomplish their

moments as good, they also carry a strong negativity

tasks, this measure continues to be increasingly

bias that considers bad as stronger than good. This

important. We know that positive affect is not only

helps explain why positivity ratios for doing well and

associated with greater work achievement but

doing badly tend to emerge as 5:1 and 1:1, respec-

authentic positivity is also associated with having

tively. What does this mean? Consider that if nega-

an extensive and high-quality social milieu. The

tive states hold more power than positive states, 

positive emotional climates generated by these

although a ratio may be near 1:1 (representing

people are known to contribute to enhanced perfor-

equal time for the opposing state), this does not

mance, with their presence increasing customers and

translate into the same or equal impact. Rather, 

company sales (George, 1998). Other research has

such ratios actually portend a downward spiral

shown how a positive demeanor can be useful in the

toward doing poorly. Taken together, researchers

organizational performance. For example, a study of

have learned that positivity ratios must be demon-

Dutch sales staff found that pride was a source of

stratively increased if we intend to develop upward

self-worth, motivation, creativity, and altruism, and

spirals toward optimal functioning in the workplace. 

thus led to higher levels of adaptive selling, indivi-

Therefore, to create transformative cooperation, we

dual effort, self-efficacy, and citizenship behavior

need a vigorously positive event followed by work-

(Verbeke, et al., 2004). Taken together, we see that

place routines that bolster positive emotions through

environments that support positive experiences and

ongoing activities. What can be done to engender

the accompanying emotions may be the means to

such an immediate infusion of positivity, followed

achieve effective organizational performance-related

by recurrent positive emotional experiences in work-

outcomes. Therefore, we believe that the capacity of

place settings? 
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Building a Positive Workplace

enthusiasm emerge. Therefore, if practitioners

The broaden-and-build theory, and studies

create experiences that foster collective positive emo-

testing it, has deeply affected the ODC community, 

tional environments, practitioners are likely to sti-

providing a more informed starting point for change. 

mulate some level of cooperation en route to change. 

But scientific management–based programs, charac-

But the motivation to cooperate, based upon accom-

terized by the restructuring and engineering pro-

panying positive or negative emotions, can produce

cesses of strategic change, are still used as the

very different perceptions. 

frequent response to instill ODC. While these tech-

Research conducted at the Veterans Affairs

niques tend to employ functional and structural

Medical Center in Washington, DC, showed vast

solutions, they often come up short, never fully

differences in emotions and perceptions when

achieving projections of optimal efficiency or effec-

employees used either a strengths- or problem-

tiveness (Miles, Snow, & Sharfman, 1993). Such

based inquiry process at the start of an ODC inter-

survival tactics in response to competitive pressures

vention (Sekerka et al., 2006). Sekerka and her

are unlikely to improve organizational performance

colleagues compared starting points for change, 

over time (Dehler & Welsch, 1994). In part, this is

asking workers to either identify the organization’s

because they are not intended to be transforma-

strengths or problems as a resource for change. 

tional, but are reactions to dysfunction. Moreover, 

Those in the strengths-based condition experienced

these types of change strategies place a focus on

positive emotions, in addition to having a more

organizational performance objectives, rather than

favorable view of self, co-workers, and their organi-

targeting what is collectively valued by the organiza-

zation. Conversely, those in the problem-based con-

tion and its members. 

dition did not experience positive emotions, yet they

As a result, scholars and practitioners continue to

united to resolve issues. The latter condition typi-

press for the means to generate enduring positive

cally fueled frustration, which fosters a very different

change in the workplace. While traditional practices

starting point change, one that may have implica-

tend to achieve short-term goals for survival, struc-

tions for long-term acceptance. Thus we ask: What

tural approaches to ODC represent a limited per-

kind of organizational change is needed? Is short- or

spective toward addressing the complex challenge of

long-term organizational change desired? 

transformation. It seems that the role emotions play

Two fundamental levels of change were distin-

in this process offers the missing link between the

guished by Watzlawick and his colleagues (1974), 

rational and non-rational dimensions of the beha-

referred to as first- and second-order change respec-

viors that support change. While both are integral

tively. First-order change is defined as adjustments

components in successfully creating, accepting and

to the system, and second-order change as a deeper

implementing change, we view positive emotions as

or more qualitative level of change to the system

key resources to energize and sustain transformation. 

itself. Given that first-order functional changes are

Therefore, if transformative cooperation is desired, 

not sufficient for establishing a transformational

the power to create deep and sustainable change

shift, second-order processes are necessary to alter

resides in the emotional dimension of the workplace

how the organization and one’s work are perceived, 

enterprise. 

construed, or understood (Bartunek & Moch, 

Research to understand positive emotions has

1987). However, even if some form of transforma-

deepened our awareness of the importance of affect

tion is achieved, sustaining this change, altering the

in the workplace, providing clues about how their

way people feel about their work, is rare (Bushe & 

cultivation contributes to positive emotions experi-

Kassam, 2005). In part, this is because full adoption

enced in organizational settings (Sekerka & Smith, 

of any kind of change is very difficult. For second-

2003). Studies have shown that positive emotions

order change, the creation and assimilation of new

are associated with helping individuals establish

routines and practices are essential. So how might

positive meaning in their job and organizational

transformative cooperation become ongoing, self-

role (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) and that they

directed, and adopted as a continuously perpetuated

stimulate competence, achievement, involvement, 

effort? How can we frame organizational change as a

significance, and social connection (Folkman, 

process of ongoing growth and development for the

1997; Fredrickson, 2000a; Ryff & Singer, 1998). 

organization and its members, a process that is

We also know that when individuals support others

designed for evolution—even after the initial shift

to discover positive meaning in their work, bringing

occurs? We believe that sustained transformational

forward what they value most, gratitude and

movement will benefit from the impacts derived
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from individual and collective positive emotional

and customers may be asked to reflect upon and

experiences, ensuring that workplace environments

share their responses to this question: Think about

support an atmosphere conducive to producing a 5:1

a moment that stands out as a high point for this

or greater positivity ratio. How do we create this very

organization. This was a time when the organization

positive emotional climate in the workplace? 

was the most engaged, most successful, alive or ener-

We argue that strengths-based collaborative

gized, and the most effective—the organization was at

inquiry is a pathway to cultivate positive emotional

its best. While the organization may have experienced a

experiences, which can be used to build relational

couple of high points, please share the story of just one. 

strength within the organization (Cooperrider & 

What happened? What was it about this situation that

Sekerka, 2006). By strengths-based collaborative

made it a high point for this organization? 

inquiry, we mean techniques, such as Appreciative

Sekerka and her colleagues found that engagement

Inquiry, that bring employees together to discover

in AI conversations produce immediate positive psy-

the best of the organization and its membership, to

chophysiological changes in participants, including a

ascertain what gives vitality to individuals and the

reduction in negative affect, lowered heart rate, and

organization as a whole. By building relational

favorable changes in heart rate variability (Sekerka & 

strength we mean augmenting the existing strengths

McCraty, 2004). When engaged in AI, people colla-

within the organization as employees identify, dis-

boratively highlight, observe, and define their organi-

cuss, and support their further development. Such

zation’s positive core. By identifying what is most

engagements embolden collectively experienced

valued, workers cooperatively develop new strategies

positive emotions that support personal and organi-

to design their shared vision for the future. Building

zational growth and expansion. A robust positive

from existing strengths, the positive core of the orga-

emotionally charged effort such as an Appreciative

nization, they begin a process of self-directed orga-

Inquiry (AI) summit, followed by ongoing practices

nizing (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). Throughout

that support positive interactions, can be used to

this process workers align themselves in new ways by

build capacity on a sustained basis. 

forming groups and taking on new roles and func-

As explained by Cooperrider and Sekerka (2006), 

tions. They rally around what emerges as their shared

Appreciative Inquiry ‘‘is a process of search and

values, generating positive energy (via emotions such

discovery designed to value, prize and honor’’ (p. 

as enthusiasm, appreciation, hope) and, as a result, 

224). To access the positive core of the organization, 

new forms of organizational relationships emerge

members work together to develop positive ques-

(e.g., interest and task groups to support the imple-

tions that bring forward strengths. With attentions

mentation and realization of the vision). The action of

drawn to learn what makes the organization thrive, 

working collaboratively, using positive experiences as

the development process continually targets the best

levers for ODC, supports the creative thinking neces-

of the organization as a focal point for growth. The

sary for developing an innovative future. This process

four-step process includes discovery, dream, design, 

is explicit, establishes joint ownership from the onset, 

and destiny, with each phase moving members in a

and initiates transformative cooperation. Cooperrider

collaborative effort to create a shared future. Rather

(2001) explains that such events are triggered by the

than having leadership provide goals and generating

duality of positive images and positive action. This is

enthusiasm to meet them, this process instigates the

especially visible during later phases of AI, when self-

co-creation of a shared destiny—one that employees

identified groups emerge around mutual areas of

of every level come to own and value. However, to

interest, as new roles emerge. From here, enthusiasm

be effective over time, efforts must go beyond the

and creativity build, as a cascade of ideas stimulates

initial intervention; exercises must be integrated to

activity and innovation, which contributes to the

nurture and further support the vision. 

development of new organizational forms and the

Through a variety of collaborative exercises, 

new roles that are associated with them. 

strengths-based ODC techniques encourage people

Cooperrider’s theory describes how focusing on

to share positive memories through stories, testimo-

the best of what can be imagined leads to actions that

nials, and discussions that outline what they

create this ideal. Said differently, when people work

appreciate about their work life. With AI, workers

together to create their images of organizational

engage in conversational activities in pairs, small

thriving, their behaviors work to match this image. 

groups, and in organization-wide forums, bringing

Moreover, people respond to the positive images

every stakeholder into the process. For example, 

that others have of them. Based on the principle of

employees from different departments, suppliers, 

heliotropic acts (Jussim, 1986), ideas grow where we
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place our intentions. By elevating the positive, fos-

encouraging workers to achieve their objectives with

tered by mutual inquiry into what workers collec-

moral fortitude. 

tively value, there is an expansion of relating as

As workers continually use their experiences as

people generate movement toward their strengths. 

fodder for building the future, the process affirms, 

This process is described in the theory of positive

empowers, and encourages self-efficacy and the

change (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003), with posi-

valuing of others. The concept of ‘‘energy in

tive emotions serving as the initiators. Assuming that

action’’ (Quinn & Dutton, 2005) can be observed

organizations are centers of human relatedness, posi-

as people talk about when they were most effective

tive change is fueled as people relate together in new

and then take ownership of their collaboratively

and meaningful ways in the workplace, through the

driven plan for change. The positive emotions that

elevation of inquiry into that which is good, there is a

surface in the initial phases of strengths-based

fusion of strengths and a subsequent activation of

inquiry are not static, but spread throughout the

positive energy. Positive change is triggered by

organization. This is similar to the phenomenon of

increases of inquiry into the appreciable world and

emotional contagion (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & 

the expansion of relatedness to others. Cooperrider

Rapson, 1994). In this sense, positive emotions

and Sekerka have observed how this phenomena

move via sequential events that carry positive

moves through these stages in a wide range of diverse

meaning for others. Therefore, when strengths-

organizational settings. 

based inquiry, conversations, practices, and interac-

Because many positive emotions have distinctive

tive work continue to be cultivated after the ODC

social origins, people generally experience them as they

event, we expect the following:

interact with others (Watson, Clark, McIntyre, & 

Hamaker, 1992). It is no surprise, then, that AI

Proposition 1: Workers who come together using a

participants feel good during the engagement. We

strengths-based approach to advance their organiza-

believe that it is the generation of positive emotions

tion’s development are likely to experience positive

in community with others which initiates deep

emotions that can contribute to a more positive

change. To the extent that workplace practices incul-

organizational emotional climate. 

cate an ongoing strengths-based process, sustainability

is also achievable. Given that positive emotions are

Figure 7.1 illustrates our propositions. The

associated with well-being and effectiveness, partici-

drawing depicts how transformative cooperation

pation in a whole-scale organizational intervention

can be started with strengths-based inquiry, followed

such as AI (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1999), can

by the beneficial influences of broadening and

vitalize positive emotions to commence transforma-

building that stem from positive emotional climates. 

tive cooperation. From there, strengths-based exer-

cises that allow positive learning experiences to flow

Cognitive Broadening

from all kinds of experiences (e.g., Balanced

Because positive emotions broaden our scope of

Experiential Inquiry; Sekerka, 2007) can become

attention (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005) and habi-

part of workplace routines by linking to strategy, 

tual modes of thinking and acting (Isen, 1987), they

objectives, and goals. For example, in a study con-

influence how we see ourselves, giving us a broader


ducted with military officers, participants engaged in

scope of self-perception. In this way, positive emo-

a strengths-based exercise to help promote their

tions help people come together and grow closer. 

effective decision-making when facing ethical chal-

And, as this occurs, the line between the self and

lenges. As the U.S. Navy was engaged in a process of

others can become blurred and harder to delineate

transformation, this exercise was conducted to bol-

(Waugh & Fredrickson, 2006). To the extent that

ster the ethical strength within the organization. 

people view coworkers or their organization as a part

Rather than focusing solely on regulation, compli-

of themselves, resource allocation can be perceived as

ance, and punitive measures to control unethical

shared ownership, and the differences between self

decisions and behaviors, a balanced approach that

and others can become less pronounced. As this

emphasized ethical strength was incorporated. 

happens, people adopt the characteristics of others

Participation in this Balanced Experiential Inquiry

internally and begin to view those characteristics as

exercise was shown to increase employees’ interest in

their own. 

seeking out more information when facing an ethical

The inclusion of others in how we see ourselves

dilemma (Sekerka, 2007). Such outcomes are related

offers us a wider perspective and, when we focus on

to effective organizational performance; specifically

others appreciatively, people are more at ease in
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Figure 7.1 Positive emotional climates and transformative cooperation. 

social contexts. Conversely, when we focus on orga-

are directed toward survival—to a more generative

nizational problems, negative emotions may be ele-

one. Positive emotions coupled with collaborative

vated and an us-versus-them mindset can be

values can help an organization thrive, in that its

promulgated (Gilmore, Shea, & Useem, 1997). 

members are motivated to create new organizational

This is often followed by blaming and finger-

forms that benefit both the individuals and their

pointing as people try to target the causes of pro-

organizations. Given that positive emotions contri-

blems (Sekerka & Smith, 2003). A positive approach

bute to an expansion of self-concept, experiences

using AI helps facilitate reframing (Bolman & Deal, 

associated with gratitude, appreciation, and other

1997), which is necessary to prompt the shift neces-

positive emotions may be linked to people increasing

sary for transformation. In short, it helps people alter

their identification with their coworkers and organi-

the way they currently see their organization and

zation (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Dutton, 

how the roles they previously assumed can be

Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994). This expectation is

recast in a meaningful and favorable light. 

expressed as:

For example, those who may currently use a

political frame, in which resources are scarce and

Proposition 2: A positive organizational emotional

generate competition, can shift perceptual under-

climate will contribute to increases in organizational

standing by moving to adopt different assumptions. 

identification. 

Personal beliefs once associated with competition

can shift to alternative views, now based on valued

This increased organizational identification may

assumptions that hold achievement as providing

be a catalyst that helps to extend relational support in

benefits to all involved. This cognitive broadening

the workplace, which we now describe. 

that positive emotions can trigger contributes to this

process, bringing a wider view into focus, one that is

Relationship Building

more inclusive and represents an enlarged coopera-

As positive emotions help broaden the mindset of

tive stance. This can also be a turning point, with the

workers, they may also affect social interactions and

organization moving from the reactive stance—

ultimately contribute to transformative cooperation

where problem solving and a functional orientation

through increases in relational strength. For
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example, during an AI intervention, this form of

both the giver and the receiver of help. It motivates

transformation is visible in the creation of self-orga-

positive action because grateful people often feel the

nized project teams, coalitions, and opportunity cir-

urge to repay those who have helped them. And, 

cles, all of which cultivate new ideas and learning. 

gratitude reinforces positive action because giving

Broadened mindsets carry short-term benefits, but

thanks or acknowledgment rewards help-givers, 

they also instill indirect and long-term adaptive ben-

making them feel appreciated and more likely to

efits. We propose that the act of cognitive broad-

help others in the future. These findings reflect a

ening, cultivated by positive emotions, helps to build

robust reciprocal association between positive emo-

enduring relational resources. 

tions and social support, which builds social and

We know that assets accrued during positive emo-

relational strength. This expectation is expressed as:

tional states are durable and outlast the transient state

that led to their acquisition (Fredrickson, 2000b). 

Proposition 3: A positive organizational emotional

Consequently, the incidental effects of positive emo-

climate will contribute to increases in organizational

tional experiences serve to increase personal resources. 

relational strength. 

Individuals can draw from these stores in subsequent

moments and while in different emotional states. This

The scenario on helping also illustrates how posi-

describes the link between positive emotions and their

tive emotions can spread throughout organizations, 

known role in helping to transform individuals to

among members, and to customers, and how the

become more creative, knowledgeable, resilient, 

effects of positive emotions can accumulate, com-

socially integrated, and healthy over time. People

pound, and add value to the collective. Add to this

who regularly experience positive emotions are not

rich picture studies that show how positive emotions

stagnant. Instead, they continually grow toward

curb conflict by promoting constructive interper-

further optimal functioning (Fredrickson, 2003; 

sonal engagement and encourage trust, predicting

Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). We suggest that this

effective

and

integrative

negotiations

(e.g., 

same principle holds true when using strengths-based

Anderson & Thompson, 2004). This gives us a

approaches to instill value in organizational efforts

sense of the capacity-building potential, outcomes

and help establish transformative cooperation. 

associated with positive emotional experiences. 

Evidence from experiments in social psychology

Important to note, positive emotions propagate

demonstrates that people induced to feel positive

within organizations not simply via facial mimicry, 

emotions become more helpful to others than

but because these emotions stem from and create

those in neutral emotional states (Isen, 1987). 

meaningful interpersonal encounters. Accordingly, 

Subsequent organizational studies have demon-

the broaden-and-build theory predicts that positive

strated that salespeople who experience more posi-

emotions in the workplace serve to support both

tive emotions at work are more helpful (George, 

individuals and organizations in their ability to func-

1998). This occurs because people experiencing

tion at higher levels. Thus, positive emotions are

positive emotions are more flexible, creative, 

both an individual and a collective resource that

empathic, and respectful. But being helpful not

reinforce the promotion of social interaction, instills

only springs from positive emotional states, it can

responsibility, and advances achievement. 

also produce them. For example, those who give help

With the use of nonlinear dynamics to depict a

may feel proud of their actions, and this experience

model of team performance, we previously described

not only creates a momentary boost in self-esteem

how positivity ratios at or above 2.9 characterize

but can also prompt people to envision future

flourishing health (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). 

achievements in similar domains (Fredrickson, 

Such findings suggest that there are principles to

2000b). Thus, to the extent that helping others

describe relationships between positive emotions

instills positive emotions, it may motivate people

and individual and organizational flourishing. 

to help again in the future. 

These principles relate to the movement toward

Just as the person who gives help experiences

optimal organizational functioning in that positive

positive emotions, the one who receives it is also

emotions fuel individuals to contribute to the effec-

likely to feel gratitude. Gratitude not only feels good

tiveness of their organization (Fredrickson, 2000b). 

but also produces a myriad of beneficial social out-

A range of empirical evidence supports this predic-

comes (McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 

tion, albeit indirectly. For instance, researchers at the

2001). According to McCullough and his colleagues, 

Gallup Organization frequently examine links

gratitude motivates and reinforces social actions in

between employee engagement and favorable
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business outcomes, such as employee turnover, cus-

the view that the community is part of the organiza-

tomer loyalty, net sales, and financial revenues

tion and vice versa. 

(Fleming, 2000a, 2000b; Harter, 2000). Evidence

With this expansion comes the creation of a

continues to emerge, reflecting how employee

reality in which everyone is viewed as a part of the

engagement is associated with positive emotional

larger whole (Barros & Cooperrider, 2000). It is a

experiences. 

picture that evolves continually through sustained

Given that positive emotions contribute to the

rejuvenation. We propose that this evolution is

relational strength of the organization (Proposition

resourced by positive emotions, which energize a

3), this adds value to the organization by increasing

more holistic stance through acts of kindness, com-

relational expansion, which in turn increases social

passion, giving, and helping others. It is sustained by

capital. The presence of this resource can contribute

renewed belief, focus, and trust in the goodness of

to growth and favorable performance outcomes, an

the universal infinite whole. We believe that as this

antecedent for organizational effectiveness. This

cycle—one of continuous value creation—is estab-

expectation is expressed as:

lished, individuals, organizations, institutions, and

governments can be transformed into more compas-

Proposition 4: Increases in organizational relational

sionate and harmonious environments, as reflected

strength will contribute to organizational growth

in the process of transformative cooperation. 

and performance. 

The benefits of positive emotions and their asso-

ciation with expansion of relational capacities are

Building Strong Community

boundary-free. This is the very essence of creating

An underlying assumption in our work is that

new designs in transformative cooperation: positive

organizations are uniquely positioned to build a

emotions provide the foundation for optimal organi-

better society. At present we view their role and

zational functioning, which have unlimited potential

associated contribution, previously known as corpo-

to extend outward to society. The expansion of relat-

rate responsibility, as going through a transformation

edness is not bound by the confines of an organiza-

of its own. We see movement away from a problem-

tion. It is a capacity unconstrained by time or space. 

centric approach as the motivational driver for cor-

Our contention is that positive emotions energize

porate social action. Our contention is that this

new organizational forms that emerge from transfor-

transformation is fueled by the positive emotional

mative cooperation, which sets the stage for growth

climates of organizations where transformative coop-

and development that can move outwardly into the

eration has extended outward to include the greater

community at large. We express this idea as:

community. 

The frames that previously drove organizational

Proposition 5: Increases in organizational relational

change looked at resources as scarce commodities. 

strength will contribute to the community’s growth

But today’s strengths-based approaches use rela-

and development. 

tional assets as levers for producing more value and

capacity, and the creation of new resources. It is

Taken together, our propositions add to the

therefore expected that when organizations set

theory

of

positive

organizational

change

aside their former win-lose survivalist modalities for

(Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2006) by explicating how

a more dynamic, collective capacity-building focus, 

positive emotions serve as the cornerstone for trans-

strengths can be leveraged ubiquitously and limita-

formative cooperation. 

tions become outdated social constructs. This trans-

formation alters the view of the organization from

Implications and Future Research

being a fixed, concrete, and finite entity where self-

In this chapter we described how transformative

preservation is the reality. It shifts prior underlying

cooperation can be created through ODC techni-

assumptions so that a novel view can emerge; one

ques that stimulate, generate, and support positive

that depicts workers and the organization as images

emotions. As people work together to create change

of the greater good—the larger whole. In short, 

through strengths-based techniques such as AI, value

organizational identities are broadened to a unified

is tapped to expand existing strengths. 

collective that extends beyond the confines of tradi-

The overarching implication of this discussion is

tional organizational boundaries. No longer is social

that the positive emotions of workers’ momentary

action based on the need to resolve issues and pro-

experiences can be both long-range indicators and

blems; rather, it is based on actions resulting from

generators of optimal organizational functioning. 

90

W O R K I N G P O S I T I V E L Y T O W A R D T R A N S F O R M A T I V E C O O P E R A T I O N

Once initiated, as cycles of transformative coopera-

as an intervention and a measurement tool, perhaps

tion continue, we believe that nurturing positive

this is a viable means to impact and track mood and

emotional experiences in the workplace will help

attitudes over time. This underscores the need for

generate outcomes that contribute to upward spirals

field work and cross-disciplinary efforts to fully

of growth, reverberating outward, beyond the con-

understand the benefits of positive emotions, and

fines of the organization. This progression, as repre-

how they can be sustained for optimal health, func-

sented in individual well-being and organizational

tioning, and well-being in the workplace. Positive

optimal functioning, is expected to continue to

psychology along with its associated disciplines will

expand, in an effort to build stronger communities. 

be enriched as we learn more about how positive

To have the potential to achieve such robust

emotions and performance are intertwined. Given

outcomes, we must not only support the cultivation

that organizational and environmental characteris-

and extension of positive emotions in the workplace, 

tics are related to workers’ job perceptions, with job

but we must also understand how to effectively

perception mediating the relationship of both orga-

address and draw strength from negative emotions

nizational and environmental characteristics to indi-

as well. As Linley and his colleagues (2006) entreat, 

vidual perceptions, there is an inextricable link

if positive psychology and its specialized disciplines

between workers and their ability to create a positive

hope to achieve long-term success, we must examine

organization, if enabled and encouraged to do so. 

how to integrate disorder and dysfunction with

In conclusion, we see that the goal of transforma-

achievement, aspirations, and performance. This

tive cooperation holds great promise for creating posi-

suggests a research path to create and test techniques

tive change. If we develop this capacity within our

that not only build value from strength, but also

organizations, it can then extend beyond the confines

cultivate strength from weakness. 

of our workplace settings, and into the life of the

How might we address this concern? Drawing

community. Such efforts portend an unlimited capa-

from strengths- and deficit-based change manage-

city and sustainable resource to serve the greater good. 

ment theory, practices can be woven together to

create a more balanced approach (Sekerka, 2007). 

Directions for Research

To generate sustainable transformative cooperation, 

• How can we build organizational strengths

hybrid techniques need to be developed that gen-

while also effectively managing and leveraging

erate positive emotions while also educating indivi-

organizational weaknesses, using the power within

duals on how to manage negative ones (Cryer, 

both the positive and negative experiences and

McCraty, & Childre, 2003). Research is needed to

associated affect to help organizations thrive? 

study hybrid forms, to ascertain how strengths-based

• What individual strategies are effective in

interventions can be woven with diagnostics to gen-

drawing

upon

personal

and

organizational

erate the necessary positive emotions for transforma-

strengths, 

evoking

positive

emotions

while

tive cooperation, while also attending to immediate

managing negative ones, given the organizational

concerns for survival. If we want to understand how

context and situation? 

positive emotions are associated with the relational

• How can we measure transformative

capacity to broaden and build, it seems likely that

cooperation, demonstrating short- and long-term

workers must leverage their strengths and manage

impacts? 

their weaknesses if upward spirals of positive change

• What quantifiable practices can be inculcated

are to endure. This presents a variety of research

into workplace routines to help build and sustain

questions and new directions for research, as we

positive emotional experiences over time? 

summarize at the end of the chapter. 

• What ODC techniques are useful to instill

Perhaps the greatest challenge is to directly link

transformative cooperation, given worker attitudes, 

positive emotions with sustainable transformative

personalities, gender, and cultural differences? 

cooperation. To begin this research trajectory, stu-

• Are strengths-based approaches culturally

dies can employ a variety of techniques and meth-

transferable? How might such process be adapted

odologies to explore how individuals work together

for effective use in other cultures? 

to achieve a shared goal with mutual benefit. Both

short- and long-term performance objectives can be

Implications for Practice

tracked, along with employee emotions and affective

• Use of strengths-based approaches to initiate a

experiences. Because the act of recording positive

positive transformational ODC process. Such efforts

events or reframing negative ones can be used both

leverage existing organization strengths as a resource
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for change, while also establishing shared value, which Cooperrider, D. L., & Sekerka, L. E. (2003). Elevation of inquiry

in turn stimulates interest and positive emotions. 

into the appreciable world: Toward a theory of positive orga-

• Support the outcomes of the intervention by

nizational change. In K. Cameron, J. Dutton, & R. Quinn

(Eds.), Positive organizational scholarship (pp. 225–240). 

inculcating balanced workplace exercises that affirm

San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

and nurture them. Continue to emphasize and

Cooperrider, D. L., & Sekerka, L. E. (2006). Toward a theory of

develop character strengths in everyday routines

positive organizational change. In J. V. Gallos (Ed.), 

while also addressing problems and issues that

Organization

development:

A

Jossey-Bass

reader

(pp. 

223–238). San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons. 

emerge. 

•

Cooperrider, D. L., & Srivastva, S. (1999). Appreciative inquiry

Frame organizational strategy to reflect the

in organizational life. In S. Srivastva & D. L. Cooperrider

collective vision of the organization, as represented

(Eds.), Appreciative management and leadership: The power of

by its members, allowing new forms of organizing to

positive thought and action in organization (rev. ed., pp. 

emerge. Individual objectives must be linked to this

401–441). Cleveland, OH: Lakeshore Communications. 

vision and incorporated into what is defined and

Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. (2001). A positive revolution in

change. In D. L. Cooperrider, P. Sorenson, D. Whitney, & 

measured as successful accomplishment. 

T. Yeager (Eds.), Appreciative inquiry: An emerging direction for

• Track and measure workers’ attitudes and how

organization development (pp. 9–29). Champaign, IL: Stipes. 

they go about achieving performance objectives, 

Cryer, B., McCraty, R., & Childre, D. (2003). Pull the plug on

rewarding positive demeanor, mindfulness, and

stress. Harvard Business Review, 81 (7), 102–107. 

character strengths directed toward the realization

Dehler, G. E., & Welsch, M. A. (1994). Spirituality and organiza-

tional transformation: Implications for the new management

of collective goals. 

paradigm. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 9 (6), 17–27. 

Diener, E. (2000). Subjective well-being: The science of happi-
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Strengths: Your Leading Edge

Danny Morris and Jill Garrett

Abstract

The time is now ripe to build on traditional leadership development by giving greater attention to studying leadership strengths. Of particular consideration in this chapter is the question: How can individuals best use their leadership strengths to engage followers and stakeholders in order to achieve organizational or community objectives? To answer this, we will first step back and ask what leaders are required to do and then consider whether there are particular leadership strengths. Our chapter is informed by research that underpins the development of the Inspirational Leadership Tool, sponsored by Britain’s Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) and the Chartered Management Institute (CMI). In one of the largest known studies of followership, they asked 568 followers in the UK workplace, ‘‘What would inspire you to follow someone?’’ In this chapter, we review some of the work using the Inspirational Leadership Tool, as well as exploring more broadly the topic of leadership strengths. 

Keywords: strengths, leadership, leaders, followers, inspirational

In August 1979 Time published an article about the

Despite this perception, Morrow suggested a

state of leadership in the United States. The article’s

sea change in the understanding of leadership and

writer, Lance Morrow, commented that in an era

concluded his article by quoting economist John

already tainted by Vietnam and Watergate, 

Kenneth Galbraith, ‘‘the leadership we need for

Americans were underwhelmed by the then White

the ’80s is that which interprets the collective

House incumbent, Jimmy Carter. The issue wasn’t

judgment. This is the kind of leadership toward

just about Carter’s record; it was also about how he

which we are moving, a leadership of relatively

was perceived as a leader. One senior civil rights

anonymous people . . . . Fifty years ago, everyone

activist is quoted as saying he liked Carter but that, 

knew who was the head of Ford, IBM or General

‘‘in all honesty, when he walks into a room, it doesn’t

Motors. Now nobody knows,’’ (Morrow, 1979, 

light up,’’ (Morrow, 1979, p. 9). 

p. 61). 

Carter simply didn’t live up to what many

Morrow and Galbraith’s thinking proved largely

Americans expected of a leader. Morrow contrasted

prophetic. Research, theory, and case studies from

this with the charismatic personality that was the

the last decade have seriously challenged the charis-

perception of leadership for many, ‘‘Most people, in

matic stereotype. New understandings of leader-

some corner of their mental luggage, carry images of

ship have emerged which include empowering

F.D.R., Churchill, Stalin, Gandhi, De Gaulle, Mao

others, focusing on customers, and a focus on char-

and other archetypes as large in memory as Easter

acter, each of which we now go on to explore

Island Moai heads,’’ (Morrow, 1979, p. 22). 

further. 
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Empowering Others

Of major contribution to the subject of leader-

Many of today’s leaders give serious thought to

ship character are the findings of Jim Collins’

implementing structures that remove them as the

research for Good to Great. The leaders of these

fulcrum of the organization and concentrate more

‘‘great’’ companies—referred to as Level 5 leaders—

on distributing leadership and empowering their

were commonly regarded as compellingly modest, 

people. 

‘‘Level 5 leaders look out of the window to apportion

A good example of this is Herb Kelleher, co-founder

credit to factors outside themselves when things go

and former CEO of Southwestern Airlines. While

well (and if they cannot find a specific person or

widely regarded as charismatic, he worked hard to

event to give credit to, they credit good luck). At the

change typical conventions of leadership. Describing

same time, they look in the mirror to apportion

Southwest Airlines’ organizational pyramid, Kelleher

responsibility, never blaming bad luck when things

said, ‘‘At the bottom you’ve got the people in

go poorly’’ (Collins, 2001, p. 35). 

Headquarters. Up there at the top you’ve got the

And, in a clear confirmation of Galbraith’s

people who are out there in the field, on the front line. 

‘‘anonymous leadership,’’ Collins’s research also

They’re the ones who are making things happen, not us. 

highlighted humility, ‘‘Level 5 leaders want to see

The people out there are the experts. At HQ, we’re the

the company even more successful in the next gen-

Supply Corp, we’re not the heroes. We supply the

eration, comfortable with the idea that most people

heroes, the heroes are out there.’’1

won’t even know that the roots of that success trace

back to their efforts,’’ (Collins, 2001, p. 26). 

The time is now ripe to build on these develop-

Focusing on Customers

ments in the understanding of leadership by giving

There is growing evidence of leaders who are

greater attention to studying leadership strengths. Of

restructuring their organizations based around their

particular consideration in this chapter is the question:

customers. Faced with increased competition in the

How can individuals best use their leadership strengths

late 1990s, Best Buy, under Richard Schulze’s lea-

to engage followers and stakeholders in order to achieve

dership, tried a variety of strategies to spark growth

organizational or community objectives? In order to

but little worked until the company implemented a

answer this, we will first step back and ask what leaders

significant restructure based around customer solu-

are required to do and then consider whether there are

tions (Gulati, 2007). 

particular leadership strengths. 

Merrill Lynch has combined Operations with IT. 

Diane Schueneman, head of the company’s Global

What Is Already Known About Leadership

Infrastructure Solutions, explains their guiding prin-

Strengths? 

ciple: ‘‘Don’t connect the dots according to your

In 2003 Britain’s Department of Trade and

whims but around the interests of the one who

Industry (DTI)2 and the Chartered Management

pays the bills. After all, customers are not buying

Institute (CMI) carried out research into leadership3

technology or process from us; they’re buying a

(Baker, 2004). In one of the largest known studies of

solution. To do that, you have to ask your customers

followership they asked 568 followers in the UK work-

what they want and then listen carefully to the

place ‘‘What would inspire you to follow someone?’’

answer,’’ (Weinberg, 2007, p. 8). 

Content analysis of this data was completed by

Caret’s Jill Garrett and Steve Botham (Garrett & 

Focus on Character

Frank, 2005). Their findings revealed eighteen attri-

Character encompasses a number of issues. In the

butes that followers require from their leaders. One, for

light of the scandals at Enron and Worldcom, the

example, we have labeled Customer Champion. This

integrity of leaders has become increasingly impor-

attribute involves a keen focus on the needs of custo-

tant, particularly to investors. The Sarbanes-Oxley

mers or end users. It is about understanding customer

Act of 2002 has done much to enforce the integrity

requirements and letting that help to shape planning. 

of American leaders with respect to financial prac-

Another example is Social Adaptability. This attribute

tice, yet there is also evidence that leaders are taking

relates to building social networks and being able to

integrity seriously, and not just because of legisla-

connect with people at different levels. 

tion. According to GE’s longstanding Chief Legal

To assess succinctly the range of these eighteen

Officer, ‘‘In no area of corporate life is leadership

attributes, it is helpful to cluster them into four

commitment more important than in creating an

separate dimensions of leadership (these dimensions

integrity culture’’ (Heineman, 2007, p. 102). 

are set out in Figure 8.1):
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Figure 8.1 Inspirational leadership

framework. Ó Caret, 2007, all rights

reserved. 
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Managing people

Engaging Others

Creating the Future. This dimension is about

In their article ‘‘In Praise of the Incomplete

communicating a compelling vision of the future

Leader,’’ Ancona, Malone, Orlikowski, and Senge

to others. 

(2007, p. 92) comment, ‘‘No leader is perfect. The

Ideas to Action. In order to realize future

best ones don’t try to be—they concentrate on

aspirations, leaders are required to develop and

honing their strengths and find others who can

execute credible strategies. This dimension is about

make up for their limitations.’’ In another study, 

how leaders think, plan, and take ideas from

Bill George and Peter Sims conducted interviews

conception to implementation. 

with 125 leaders who ranged in age from 23 to 93. 

Engaging Others. A critical aspect of effective

One of their important observations again confirms

strategy is the engagement of the people it involves. 

that there is no generic gift-mix for leaders, ‘‘Reading

More than any other dimension, this involves the

through three thousand pages of transcripts, our

management function of leadership. 

team was startled to see that these leaders did not

Clarifying Values. At the heart of these dimensions

identify any universal characteristics, traits, skills, or

is demonstrably living out values, so that followers

styles that led to their success’’ (George & Sims, 

gain confidence in the behavior of their leaders. 

2007, pp. xxvii–xxviii). 

This view is also supported by evidence stem-

The findings of this research have strong resonance

ming from follow-up work to the DTI/CMI’s

with other studies such as Kouzes and Posner’s

study into followership (Garrett & Frank, 2005). 

‘‘Characteristics of Admired Leaders’’ (1997, 

Picking up on the notion that leaders use their

pp. 19–31) and Collins’s (2001) Good to Great. 

personal strengths to fulfill leadership require-

The distinctive contribution of the DTI and

ments, Caret partnered with the DTI to build a

CMI’s research is its focus on followers and what

strengths-based leadership psychometric that helps

they require of leaders. 

individuals identify at which of the research’s eigh-

The challenge for leaders is that while they may

teen attributes they are naturally best. This tool—

be required to fulfill these expectations of followers, 

the Inspirational Leadership Tool (ILT)4—asks

it nevertheless seems unlikely that they will have

participants to indicate strength of preference

equally high ability across each of these areas. 

between 54 pairs of items that are intrinsically

Fortunately research and respected opinion sug-

linked to the eighteen attributes. Results are gen-

gests that in order to meet these requirements, 

erated in order to rank the attributes relative to the

successful leaders utilize their strengths and

top one in a person’s profile. In essence, the tool

deploy a variety of coping strategies to cover

asks an individual what he or she most naturally

limitations. 

does as a leader. 
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There are now more than 8,570 ILT profiles of

neither is it a weakness. She is a competent commu-

leaders on the database. Analyzing these profiles

nicator and no doubt attending a public speaking

collectively shows that individuals are innately

course would help her to hone these skills. Yet by

biased toward some leadership attributes rather

redoubling her efforts in leveraging her strengths—

than others, and that precisely which ones vary

rather than her competencies—she successfully met

from leader to leader. 

her objectives. 

As Amanda found, mastering leadership strengths

A Positive Psychological Perspective for

does not come overnight. Like any strength it requires

Understanding Leadership Strengths

time and discipline in order to achieve repeated excel-

That the evidence demonstrates equally effective

lence. Clifton and Nelson reported a study into the

leaders have different strengths is good news for

time it takes talented individuals in various fields to

those who want to make best use of their strengths

arrive at world-class levels of ability and discovered it

to engage followers and stakeholders in achieving

takes between ten and seventeen years (Clifton & 

organizational or community objectives. By focusing

Nelson, 1992, p. 63). Most leaders are practicing

on what they do well, leaders are more likely to arrive

their leadership every day. The point is that they can

at successful outcomes than by working hard at

still be more intentional about doing so. This is about

excelling in areas which come to them less naturally. 

making strategic best use of their strengths. It is also

Examples of this often arise in the coaching rela-

minimizing the potential of any threatening

tionships we have with clients. One—whom we

limitations. 

shall call Amanda—became head of department in

We call those characteristics that have the poten-

a UK public sector organization about three years

tial to negate the positive impact of a leader’s con-

ago. At that time, Amanda was of the opinion that an

tribution ‘‘fatal flaws.’’ Fatal flaws are not simply

important way of motivating staff was to get

‘‘areas for development’’—they are areas of person-

everyone together (in a department of approximately

ality that, without appropriate handling, could

160) and then to stir them with an inspirational

become career-damaging for the leader. 

speech, much like her predecessor had been able to

A classic example of a leader with a fatal flaw is

do. While Amanda is a competent public speaker, 

Winston Churchill. Churchill’s ability to predict

she nevertheless confessed she didn’t consider this

and persuasively influence military and foreign

approach to be a natural strength. The coaching

policy outcomes was uncanny. He saw Hitler’s true

sessions helped Amanda to identify what she was

colors long before others did and afterward predicted

good at—which included building genuine relation-

the Cold War and its implications, famously coining

ships one-on-one with individuals. 

the phrase ‘‘Iron Curtain.’’ Before World War I he

Armed with this knowledge, we developed stra-

anticipated that Britain might be vulnerable to an

tegies that enabled her to motivate and inspire her

aggressive Germany and so became a key player in

staff in such a way that she felt authentic and at her

the naval arms race that preceded the outbreak of

best—spending time in meaningful conversation

hostilities in 1914. Churchill’s eye for military

with individuals. Amanda became more intentional

strategy, and his ability to engage people in his

about enabling these personal interactions to

often risky ideas, usually paid handsome dividends, 

happen. Employees at different levels in the depart-

but sometimes it could go badly wrong. In 1915 his

ment found her stopping to chat—finding out about

conviction that a third front should be opened up—

their families, interests, strengths, and encouraging

and the strategy he subsequently helped form and

them about their work. A shrewd judge of character, 

successfully advocated for—led to an ill-judged

Amanda let these often accidental meetings inform

campaign in the Dardanelles that not only failed

the restructuring of the department when she

but cost 140,000 Allied casualties alone. It also

reshaped roles around individuals. Three years

cost Churchill his job and cast him into a political

later, Amanda is described by employees as ‘‘a

abyss he almost didn’t recover from. 

person you can trust,’’ ‘‘she gets to know you,’’

Every person has the opportunity to use their

‘‘Amanda supports us.’’ She learned to inspire

strengths appropriately or otherwise. The difference

people successfully, but in a way that played to her

with leadership is that misuse—or overplaying

strengths rather than to the strengths of her

strengths—is often done in public, with ramifica-

predecessor. 

tions for a lot of people, as was the case with

It is worth emphasizing that while inspirational

Churchill. These fatal flaws require taming in order

public speaking is not one of Amanda’s strengths, 

for leaders to maximize their positive contribution. 

98

S T R E N G T H S : Y O U R L E A D I N G E D G E

A good example of a leader who has tamed a fatal

complementary strengths (Miles & Watkins, 

flaw is a successful head teacher one of us has worked

2007). Microsoft’s Bill Gates and Steve Ballmer are

with over many years. This head teacher—whom we

a famous example of this: Gates providing technical

shall call Sandra—has a compelling zeal for issues

vision and Ballmer focusing the company on sales

and people she believes in. Unsurprisingly others

and marketing. Until recently, the political world

usually find this strength to be inspiring . . . but

had seen a high profile leadership team demonstrate

not always. 

a good understanding of complementary strengths

Sandra’s first headship was in a municipal borough

with Tony Blair and Gordon Brown in British pol-

which announced a drastic reorganization of educa-

itics. In many ways, they played out a classic CEO/

tional establishments within its remit. This included

COO relationship—Blair setting out the vision, 

school closures, although none were proposed in

with Brown the thoughtful fix-it man managing

the ward of a local politician who also happened to

the operations hub at the Treasury. 

be the borough’s cabinet member for education. While

Interestingly, with Brown’s ascendancy to the top

people had privately expressed their misgivings, 

job, his capacity—or not—for team leadership has

Sandra’s zeal kicked in and she became very vocal

been scrutinized by colleagues and commentators

about the matter. Unfortunately, her comments were

alike, for example on British television Channel 4’s

reported in the local press and as a result of the pub-

Dispatches (Oborne, 2007). It is said he has a tow-

licity a school was marked for closure in the politician’s

ering intellect and is capable of great warmth but

ward. Sandra’s victory was, however, short-lived. She

that he also sometimes refuses to collaborate with

was privately told that when the school reorganization

colleagues and has shown apparent vindictiveness. 

took place she would be given the headship of one of

Alex Linley comments, ‘‘For Brown to use all the

the worst schools and until then any development bids

talents of those around him, he has to be aware that

from her present school would not be viewed favor-

sometimes he will need to turn down the volume on

ably. As a consequence, Sandra left the school and the

the things he does best, and trust others to do what

borough rather than put the development of her stu-

they do best . . . . Brown has immense talents, but

dents in jeopardy. 

leadership requires bringing the strengths of others

Interestingly, a similar issue arose at Sandra’s next

into play as well—especially with his much wider

school in a town situated in another part of the

brief as prime minister’’ (Johnson, 2007, p. 35). 

country. Again, Sandra was finding success as a

head teacher but school closures lurked with some

questionable political undercurrents. This time, 

Applying a Positive Psychology Perspective

however, Sandra was challenged to tame the fatal

in Your Work

flaw that could arise from overplaying her strengths. 

For leaders effectively to utilize their strengths, 

She still felt passionate about the situation but she

they first need to know what those strengths are, and

reined this passion in so that it could be used appro-

then to consider on which stage those strengths can

priately and strategically. Sandra met with the

be most usefully applied. 

school’s chair of governors and the PTA, informed

Self-awareness has been a recurring theme in

them of the situation, but explained if she or her staff

leadership writing for nearly twenty years. Daniel

became directly involved, it might have significant

Goleman wrote, ‘‘Self-awareness is the first compo-

ramifications for the children. These individuals

nent of emotional intelligence . . . . Self-awareness

raised the situation with other PTAs and school

means having a deep understanding of one’s emo-

governors in the borough, who, in response, threa-

tions, strengths, weaknesses, needs, and drives’’

tened to keep their children at home unless the

(Goleman, 2001, pp. 5–6). Bennis and Nanus

situation was dealt with fairly and properly. 

(1997, pp. 57–58) commented, ‘‘We can sum up

Matters were consequently handled correctly and

what we mean by positive self-regard. It consists of

Sandra continued her successful career at this school. 

three major components: knowledge of one’s

Good leaders like Sandra don’t manage their

strengths, the capacity to nurture and develop

leadership strengths in isolation. One of the positive

those strengths, and the ability to discern the

developments in the understanding of leadership

fit between one’s strengths and weaknesses and the

over the last few years is a growing appreciation of

organisation’s needs.’’ In their work on authentic

leadership team strengths. Tight-knit senior leader-

leadership, Goffee and Jones (2005, p. 17) consider

ship teams have increasingly come under the micro-

that a critical way of developing effectiveness

scope and many have been found to utilize their

as leaders is ‘‘self knowledge.’’ Peter Drucker
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(2005, p. 2) advised executives of the ‘‘need to cultitalents, as well as potentially exposing needs to

vate a deep understanding of yourself . . . because only

address that are implicit by their absence in answers. 

when you operate from strengths can you achieve true

Another way to spot a person’s leadership talents

excellence.’’

is to question what elements of leadership they find

While improving self-awareness is now widely

satisfying and drawn toward repeating. This

regarded as an important practice for managers and

approach is not new—‘‘Satisfactions, like yearnings, 

leaders, it is still common to find a significant lack of

are rarely present where basic strengths are not’’

self-knowledge around strengths. One recent client, 

(Clifton & Nelson, 1992, p. 48). What is less

a large UK organization, surveyed a sample of its

common is to apply this approach to leadership

employees and found that 95 percent were unable to

strengths. One suggestion is for leaders to journal

identify their personal strengths. 

over a couple of weeks those leadership activities that

In order to apply a positive psychological perspec-

have left them feeling invigorated and energized. 

tive to leadership, individuals must not only have

Reviewing this journal may reveal patterns sug-

occasional moments of self-reflection, but also be

gesting particular talent. For example, some might

purposeful at regularly interrogating their strengths

find they enjoy leadership the most when they are

in general and their leadership strengths in parti-

vision-casting, whereas others may prefer reflecting

cular. Much can be lost when only a superficial

on the best strategic option. 

exploration of strengths is undertaken, rather than

Of course, a fast and effective way of gaining

becoming systematic about deepening self-learning

insight into a person’s leadership talents comes

and introducing practical applications from this. 

from using strengths-based psychometrics. Leaders

In coaching engagements, we regularly explore a

would

benefit

from

exploring

their

Clifton

number of key elements of leadership strengths, 

StrengthsFinder profile as it raises questions about

which we then follow up by helping devise personal

personal impact on others. Alternatively, the ILT is

strategies. We have outlined below a number of

designed specifically to help individuals think

these key issues and recommend that in practice

through how they most naturally lead. These, and

they are discussed with someone who asks good

other psychometric tools, can be of great help to

questions—be they a coach, mentor, or respected

leaders, but it is important that they not be used as

peer. Individuals such as these are often able to

one-off development tools but rather as the begin-

challenge thinking and suggest new insights, thereby

ning of some structured reflection or conversation

enabling leaders to broaden their learning and

with a coach, mentor, or helpful peer. Taken in

potential for application. We have added some ques-

isolation, the value of psychometrics like these is

tions and ideas to facilitate this process. 

significantly lessened. 

Don’t Forget Skills, Experience, and

Identifying Natural Leadership Talents

Knowledge

Fundamental to this is the notion that everyone

The role of skills, experience, and knowledge is

has leadership talents. This is not the same as saying

very important when it contributes to what a leader

that evidence of a talent means the person is, or can

can do. Mapping this out for individuals frequently

become, a good or even great leader. That would be

uncovers further options and possibilities that lea-

like saying sugar alone makes a great cake. 

ders can adapt to their situations. Furthermore, there

Leadership talent requires other ingredients to

are some people who are regarded as leaders less

blend with it, such as skills, experience, and disci-

because of their structural role and more because of

pline (see below) in order to shape leadership effec-

what they know or how they think. For example, the

tiveness. Neither is it saying that everyone has

term ‘‘thought leadership’’ was first coined by Joel

leadership talents, implying that all leaders have the

Kurtzman, a former editor-in-chief of both Harvard

potential to be equal in terms of ability or effective-

Business Review and Strategy & Business, referring to a

ness. Instead the focus is on how a person most

person who is recognized for their innovative ideas. 

naturally leads rather than how they rate when com-

A brief internet search reveals the large number of

pared to other leaders. 

individuals and businesses who now label themselves

One way to identify a person’s leadership talents

with this term to imply the impact their thinking has

is to ask their followers. Responses to questions such

on others. 

as ‘‘What does ____ do really well as a leader?’’ may

Leaders may benefit from considering how their

provide individuals with insight into their leadership

skills, experience, and knowledge influence others. 
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This may go on to include which skills, experience, 

Passions are best identified when teased out by

or knowledge they could easily acquire or develop

good questions. It may begin by asking the person to

that would reap significant benefits to their

talk about those activities they have really enjoyed at

leadership. 

work over the previous few months. Answers are

then scrutinized to gauge the importance of the

The Role of Passion

experience to the individual. It is usually in these

Passion has an important contribution to make in

conversations that passions surface and can then be

the effectiveness of a leader. Psychologist Nico Frijda

incorporated into strategies to deploy a leader’s

(2000, p. 59) describes passion as the ‘‘desires, 

strengths with greater impact. 

thoughts, plans, and behaviours that persist over

Monitoring how and why passions are affected

time. They may lead to performing behaviours

provides a rich source of information for leaders. A

regardless of costs, external obstacles, and moral

good question to ask is: What can cause you to lose

objections. These are the characteristics of passion

your passion? Responses typically focus on four var-

in the more modern sense—the desires, behaviours, 

iations: Some find that activities which once were

and thoughts that suggest urges with considerable

exciting have gradually lost their appeal and

force.’’ In this sense, passion is different from enjoy-

boredom has set in. Other people talk of weariness

ment in that it is deeper and longer-lasting. 

and burn-out—they have simply given too much

Leaders at their best are passionate about what

and their passion has dissipated. Another common

they are doing. Maxwell comments, ‘‘Nothing can

cause of a loss of passion is a conflict of values, 

take the place of passion in a leader’s life’’ (Maxwell, 

whereby organizations no longer represent the prin-

1999, p. 83). Passion helps drive a leader. ‘‘When

ciples for which they once stood to the leader. 

asked, most business people say that passion—to

Finally, problems between a leader and the person

lead, to serve the customer, to support a cause or a

he or she reports to can also cause passion to drain

product—is what drives them’’ (Boyatzis, McKee, & 

away. 

Goleman, 2002, p. 5). Passion also motivates others, 

Once leaders have identified the causes of their

‘‘Passionate

connections

provoke

passionate

loss of passion, they can then either devise positive

responses. Leadership is fundamentally about influ-

remedies or begin planning for their next role. 

encing’’ (Bell, 1997, p. 197). 

By doing what they are passionate about, leaders

Taming the ‘‘Fatal Flaws’’

are more likely to be leading effectively. Everyone

Fatal flaws are those characteristics that can

has passions, but not everyone is conscious of what

become career damaging, or at the very least have a

they are or how to listen to them. 

significant impact on performance. Because of their

One of our clients is a very successful leader in a

potential to be harmful, it is particularly important

public sector organization. When considering her

that leaders identify these flaws and consider ways to

next career move there were numerous options

tame them by, for example, developing skill, 

open to her. Any one of them would have seen her

growing in experience, and becoming more

talents, skills, and experience utilized significantly. 

disciplined. 

In coaching, however, we also explored her passions. 

As we commented previously, many people’s

Through a series of questions, it transpired that she is

fatal flaws arise out of overplaying their strengths. 

very passionate about organizations that make a clear

This can be a surprising revelation to those who have

and direct difference to the wider community, and

never made the connection before. For example, one

which require a leader to take them through a season

of our clients, whom we shall call Alex, is a leader in a

of major change. Given this insight, she found it

large UK commercial organization. He was quick to

much easier to sort through her available career

inform us of the things he was not good at, issues he

options. 

felt discouraged about. He admitted to being very

With passion being so important, it is natural for

impatient; for instance, he’d recently changed super-

leaders to ask how they can become passionate. In

markets because he found himself rarely able to open

our experience it is difficult for people to conjure up

their plastic bags whereas the check-out staff at the

passion; you’ve either got it or you haven’t. What

rival shop did it for him. His impatience affected

leaders can do is to identify those things they are

him in other areas of his life, including work. He felt

already passionate about, and then to develop ways

his frustration could impact negatively on colleagues

of monitoring how and why their passions are

and that in meetings, because he ‘‘wanted to get on

affected. 

with it,’’ he was concerned he might be vulnerable to
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making hasty and possibly precarious decisions for

able to identify methods that are practical for them. 

the business (the fatal flaw). 

A valuable follow-up question is: What will help

We changed the focus to explore what he is good

ensure your ideas move from good intentions to

at and quickly discovered he is at his best when

established routines and disciplines? 

driving his business unit and its projects to action. 

He is particularly adept at fast thinking, and, when

Pressing Questions for Future Research

progress slows, his natural instinct is to step in and

While consideration has been given to how indi-

build momentum. It is when the pace slows or

viduals best use their leadership strengths to engage

inactivity happens that he becomes impatient and

followers and stakeholders in order to achieve orga-

frustrated, as was often the case during meetings. To

nizational or community objectives, there nonethe-

Alex this was a revelation—these challenges were

less remain three important questions for further

coming out of something he was good at! While

research. 

the issues still needed addressing, this nevertheless

What evidence is there to show that a strengths-

helped him to change how he perceived himself and

based approach to leadership makes a measurable

he was more motivated to devise—and imple-

difference to organizational performance/ delivery

ment—coping strategies. 

to the communities served by that leadership? Case

studies are slowly emerging, such as the application

Disciplined Approach

of a strengths-based approach by the board of the

We have said individuals need to take a disci-

UK division of aerospace company BAE Systems

plined approach to managing their leadership

(Smedley, 2007, pp. 40–42), but these examples

strengths but how should they go about doing this? 

are few and far between. It has also been difficult

Honing talent by practicing it is clearly seen in

to identify the measurable differences these

sport: ‘‘If you want to walk up and take a free-kick

strengths-based approaches have made. 

like David Beckham you are not going to do it

A second question to be explored by further

without hours and hours of practice’’ (‘‘Moores:

research is whether the increased complexities of

Practice Makes Perfect,’’ 2007, p. 10). Tal Ben-

21st-century life pose different challenges for leader-

Shahar talks of establishing rituals in order for what

ship and therefore require a different blend of

we value to be realized (2007, pp. 8–11). Loehr and

strengths? For example, do the challenges of mana-

Schwartz (2008, p. 181) take this further, ‘‘Rituals

ging a global workforce, or a local workforce that is

create a means by which to translate our values and

increasingly working from home, mean that the

priorities into action in all dimensions of our life. All

nature of leadership is changing or just the context

great performers rely on positive rituals to manage

in which it is lived out? 

their energy and regulate their behaviour.’’ One

The third question for future research to explore

person we work with felt that encouragement and

is the relationship between a leader’s strengths and

affirmation were a distinctive facet of his leadership

the organization’s brand. For example, do customers

style, and his psychometric profiles attested to this. 

purchase Virgin products and services because they

Yet in exploring how and when he encourages

genuinely believe Virgin offers the best deal and

others, he realized it was usually in formal 1:1s and

customer experience, or because they are inspired

through generalized comments he would make reg-

by Sir Richard Branson? 

ularly and indiscriminately. Challenged on this, he

tasked himself with the aim of giving specific

Toward Positive Organizations and Working

encouragement and positive feedback to two

Positively

people per week, either by stopping to chat to

Many things have changed in the nearly thirty

them, sending them a quick e-mail, or phoning

years since Morrow wrote his article about Jimmy

them. He diarized reminders to help prevent his

Carter, with which we introduced this chapter. 

good intentions from slipping away. In this way he

There is certainly a deeper and broader under-

was placing routine around something he had the

standing of leadership. Different types of leader are

potential to be good at, to ensure that it became a

now recognized in business, government, and com-

hallmark of his leadership. 

munities. Yet one issue stubbornly remains and

A good question to ask leaders is: What routines

won’t go away: there is still a vacuum in leadership. 

and disciplines would you like to adopt in order to

In American politics, President George W. Bush

help maximize your strengths and tame your fatal

had the worst approval rating in a generation. The

flaws? By suggesting their own ideas, leaders will be

last president to score so low was . . . Jimmy Carter. 

102

S T R E N G T H S : Y O U R L E A D I N G E D G E

Writing for the New York Times, Franck Rich (2007, 

Managers will be performance-managed around

p. 13) comments, ‘‘Americans are looking for leader-

emphasizing the strengths of employees, and not

ship, somewhere, anywhere.’’ A shortage of inspira-

just their ‘‘areas for development.’’ Roles will

tional leadership is revealed in a Rasmussen survey

become more bespoken, leading to a rise in

that found ‘‘a staggering 46% of Americans believe

employee engagement and performance. Talent

their country’s best days have already come and

management will no longer simply be a new name

gone’’ (Younge, 2007, p. 18). Across the Atlantic, 

for old HR practices, and, instead, more and more

similar questions are being raised. ‘‘Who’s in

people will be recruited and managed around their

charge?’’ asked Times columnist Matthew Parris

natural strengths rather than simply those aspects in

about British government shortly before Blair left

which they can be trained. Businesses will focus on

Downing Street (2007, p. 3). 

their best products and their best customers. 

This leadership vacuum is felt more painfully in

We will let the final words on strengths-based

other areas of the world. Guardian journalist Sami

leadership go to a man who had an unsuccessful term

Abdel-Shafi wrote ‘‘of how lonely the Palestinians

in public office, but who has since inspired the

have become as their leadership has seemingly been

provision of a better quality of life for millions of

pushed into breakdown and failure’’ (2007, p. 1). In

people, and along the way has become a Nobel

Africa, one Sudanese businessman is offering awards

Laureate, Jimmy Carter: ‘‘You can do what you

of up to $5 million for departing African statesmen

have to do, and sometimes you can do it even

deemed to have governed well (‘‘Cash Reward for

better than you think you can.’’

‘Good’ African Leaders,’’ 2006). 

In the commercial world a ‘‘deficit’’ of leadership

has emerged with World Business quoting that 50

Directions for Research

•

percent of new leaders don’t survive the first two

What evidence is there to show that a strengths-

years (Curtis, 2006, p. 8). Some would say the

based approach to leadership makes a measurable

figures are even higher. This is particularly con-

difference to organizational performance/ delivery to

cerning, as one Ipsos MORI survey found that 86

the communities served by these leaders? 

•

percent of international financial analysts said the

Do the increased complexities of 21st-century

‘‘quality of the leadership team’’ was ‘‘very’’ or ‘‘extre-

life pose different challenges for leadership and

mely’’ important in their recommending a company

therefore require a different blend of strengths? 

•

for investment (Croll & Stubbs, 2006). 

What is the relationship between a leader’s

Perhaps these questions about leadership—or the

strengths and the organizational brand? 

lack of it—are asked in every generation. It seems

unlikely that humanity has suddenly hit a deficit of

Implications for Practice

leaders but rather that the job of a leader is difficult. 

• There are no ‘‘ideal’’ talents leaders are

At this point in time, it may also be that the subject is

supposed to possess. Instead leaders are more likely

more widely studied than ever before, especially by

to contribute their best when they identify and play

ordinary people who now have the Internet and

to their natural strengths. 

other forms of media to comment about and critique

• ‘‘Fatal flaws’’ need to be tamed in order to

those they follow. 

prevent the negation of a leader’s positive impact. 

It makes the application of leadership strengths

• Much can be lost when only a superficial

all the more important. Porras, Emery, and

exploration of leadership strengths is undertaken

Thompson (2007, p. 3) write, ‘‘Healthy, sustainable

rather than becoming systematic about deepening

societies require the creation of healthy, sustainable

self-learning and introducing practical applications

organisations, and great organisations and societies

from this. Leaders have full schedules, and reflection

can only be built by human beings who can grow

time is all too easily removed from schedules—yet at

and create meaningful success.’’ Leaders have an

what cost? 

opportunity to grow and make their best contribu-

tion to their organizations and communities by

identifying and then relentlessly utilizing the full

Notes

potential promised by their strengths. 

1. While these words are attributed to Kelleher, they are

If leaders therefore live and proactively support a

unsourced. 

2. Following Gordon Brown’s appointment as prime minister in

strengths-based approach, then their leadership

June 2007, the DTI was disbanded with its responsibilities

teams will become more engaged and capable. 

being shared across a number of cabinet portfolios, particularly
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the new Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory

harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/hbsp/hbr/articles/article. 

Reform (DBERR). 

jsp?ml_action=get-article&articleID=R0501K&ml_page=1&ml_

3. Some additional information might be of help to readers

subscriber=true  on March 14, 2008. 

wishing to explore this research in more detail. We cite two

Frijda, N. H. (2000). The psychologists’ point of view. In

references, both of which are documents now on the DBERR

M. Lewis & J. M. Haviland-Jones (Eds.), Handbook of emo-

website. Together they reflect the history of the inspirational

tions (p. 59). New York: The Guilford Press. 

leadership project. The first by Baker dates from 2004 and

Garrett, J., & Frank, J. (2005). Inspirational leadership—insight

presents the findings of the initial research and talks of devel-

into action: The development of the inspired leadership tool. 

oping an ‘‘Inspirational Leaders Index.’’ This index subse-

Department of Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform. 

quently became known as the Inspirational Leadership Tool. 

Retrieved from http://www.berr.gov.uk/files/file33117.pdf

It was during the development of this tool that the research

on March 19, 2008. 

findings were grouped under the headings of 18 attributes. 

George, B., & Sims, P. (2007). True north: Discover your authentic

The history of the tool’s development is found in Garrett and

leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Frank’s report, which was submitted in December 2005. 

Goffee, R., & Jones, G. (2005, December). Managing authenticity:

4. Readers may be interested in discovering their own ILT pro-

The paradox of great leadership [Electronic version]. Harvard

file. The online psychometric survey is free and takes approxi-

Business Review. Retrieved from http://harvardbusinessonli-

mately 20 minutes to complete. Results are issued in real time. 

ne.hbsp.harvard.edu/hbsp/hbr/articles/article.jsp?ml_action=get-

Please follow this link: http://www.inspiredleadership.org.uk/

article&articleID=R0512E&ml_page=1&ml_subscriber=true

on March 14, 2008. 
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Toward a Positive Psychology for Leaders

Robert E. Kaplan and Robert B. Kaiser

Abstract

For the past 15 years, we have practiced a positive psychology for leaders—without calling it that. We have learned that the work of positive psychology is not just to affirm leaders for their strengths but also to call out which of those strengths they overplay; that therefore leaders’ strengths cannot easily be separated from their weaknesses; that frequently leaders overuse their strengths because they worry that they aren’t strong enough; that a good way to allay that anxiety is to administer a potent dose of positive feedback; and, finally, that the work of positive psychology is to deal with their resistance to that feedback. 

Keywords: strengths overplayed, internalizing strengths, lopsidedness, positive psychology for leaders, resistance to positive feedback, leadership versatility index

For the past 15 years we have practiced a positive

being (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The call for the

psychology for leaders—without calling it that. In

helping professions to move away from the disease

consulting to senior managers on leadership, our

model has a long history going back at least to Marie

firm has emphasized the utility of positive feedback

Jahoda’s (1958) seminal conception of mental

in leadership development and designed a suite of

health as not simply the absence of illness, but

interventions for using positive feedback as leverage

rather its own distinct condition characterized by

for development (Kaplan, 1999, 2002; Kaplan & 

self-acceptance, growth, personal integration, rea-

Kaiser, 2006a). In our research and development

lism, autonomy, and mastery. 

efforts, we have created a patented leadership assess-

This chapter is based on our research and practice

ment tool—the Leadership Versatility Index 360-

over the last decade and a half; it is not a translitera-

degree

feedback

survey—that

distinguishes

tion of positive psychology to the domain of leader-

strengths effectively applied from strengths overused

ship. Instead it aims to contribute to positive

(Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003a, 2003b; Kaiser & Kaplan, 

psychology by drawing on novel insights from our

2007). This distinction is important yet often over-

work in helping executive leaders grow and become

looked in positive psychology and in its practical

more effective and by bridging research on leader-

application in organizations. 

ship and its development from a unique perspective

Martin Seligman is credited with establishing the

on strengths. 

new field of positive psychology (Seligman, 1998). 

In so doing, Seligman became the latest prominent

Leaders’ Needs for Positive Feedback

psychologist to call for a shift of emphasis from

We agree with the emphasis a positive psychology

mental illness to mental health, along with a con-

puts on positive feedback but for reasons that may

comitant focus on personal qualities like resilience, 

depart from conventional wisdom. For one, most

optimism, and courage that foster health and well-

leaders do not have a firm sense of their strengths
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and this compromises their effectiveness. For

aware of the hesitance on the part of coworkers to

another, leaders are surprisingly resistant to positive

deliver bad news, especially about the executive’s

feedback and, therefore, need plenty of it, along with

own performance. Most executives are also aware

help in accepting it. 

of the tendency for ‘‘jokes to get funnier’’ and

‘‘ideas to become more brilliant’’ just because of a

Leaders Don’t Know Their Strengths

promotion. The net result is that they often treat

There is a large body of research on 360-degree

positive feedback with skepticism. 

feedback that compares a leader’s self-assessment to

assessments made by the ‘‘full circle of coworkers’’—

Leaders Need a Mirror Held Up to Their

the boss, peers, and subordinates. One finding is that

Strengths

self-ratings are of dubious validity; they correlate

The psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut (1977) stressed

very weakly with coworker ratings and even less so

the importance of ‘‘mirroring’’ to the healthy devel-

with objective

measures

(Beehr, Ivanitskaya, 

opment of children. Mirroring on the parents’ part is

Hansen, Erofeev, & Gudanowski, 2001; Conway

an ‘‘in-tuneness’’ with the child, an empathic

& Huffcutt 1997). Another finding is that overall

response that fosters self-acceptance. Children

most managers evaluate their performance more

hunger for mirroring: ‘‘Mommy, come see my

favorably than coworkers evaluate their performance

painting . . . watch me climb the tree . . . I slept in

(Atwater, Waldman, Ostroff, Robie, & Johnson, 

my bed all night!’’ As adults, leaders need their own

2005; Harris & Schaubroeck, 1988). One could

version of mirroring. They need to have reflected

infer that most leaders overestimate their strengths, 

back to them, from time to time, an accurate sense of

but that would be a misreading of the data. 

what they do well. Opinion leaders from Drucker to

Studies comparing self-ratings to coworker rat-

his modern-day disciples exhort managers to ‘‘play to

ings find that the most effective leaders are more

your strengths.’’ But how are leaders to play to their

likely to underrate themselves compared to cowor-

strengths if they don’t know what their strengths are? 

kers (Church, 1997; Eichinger & Lombardo, 2003). 

In our consulting experience many leaders are

In other words, the strongest performers don’t see

running a sizable mirroring deficit. They don’t

what they do well as clearly as their coworkers see it. 

simply need to know whether they are making the

This finding is consistent with a more general one

grade in their first job as a general manager or if the

from experiments in social psychology: while people

new CEO wants them on his or her team. Let’s call

regularly overestimate their performance in areas in

that situational mirroring. Leaders’ deprivation is

which they are not competent, the most competent

such that they need corrective mirroring, a program

people in a given area underestimate their compe-

of positive reinforcement to rectify a perceived def-

tence (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). They have the

icit carried forward from the past (cf. Kaiser & 

misguided idea that other people are as capable, or

Kaplan, 2006; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003c). 

more capable, in that respect than they are and that

For nearly 25 years the senior author and his

their own ability is not extraordinary. 

colleagues have done assessments of leaders that

These statistical and experimental findings agree

include life histories taken not just from the indivi-

with observations from experts who work closely

dual but from members of their family of origin. 

with leaders. For instance, Peter Drucker has repeat-

Designed as an intervention, the assessment doubled

edly argued that few executives, even highly suc-

as ‘‘biographical action-research’’ (Kaplan, Drath, & 

cessful ones, know what they are good at (e.g., 

Kofodimos, 1991; Kaplan, 1998). From the data on

Drucker, 2000). Similarly, through deeply intensive

childhood comes a long list of antecedents to the

assessment-and-development consulting to execu-

reinforcement-deprived condition we encounter in

tives, we have regularly found that they do not

many senior managers. This is not to mention set-

know the extent of their own strengths—especially

backs, illness, and other adversity experienced in

the outstanding ones—and, ironically, they are

adulthood:

uncomfortable with feedback about their strengths

(Kaplan, 1999). 

1. Being small or overweight or having to wear

The lack of self-awareness about strengths is

glasses; worse yet being handicapped physically. 

compounded by the fact that as managers climb

2. Being picked on by peers (see #1). 

the corporate ranks, they get less and less candid

3. Being a member of an outgroup (e.g., 

feedback about their flaws (Kaplan, Drath, & 

religious, racial, ethnic, socioeconomic), and

Kofodimos, 1984). Many a savvy executive is

therefore in a one-down position. 

108

T O W A R D A P O S I T I V E P S Y C H O L O G Y F O R L E A D E R S

4. Moving repeatedly, each time having to break

yet because s/he is not secure in that knowledge, s/he

in socially again. 

can’t do enough to convey how much s/he values

5. Having a parent die and therefore being thrust

other people—and is slow to make tough personnel

prematurely into a position of responsibility. 

decisions. 

6. Having an abusive or neglectful parent. 

This is where corrective mirroring comes in. 

7. Having the wage-earning parent suffer a

Positive feedback, administered effectively, can

serious financial reversal. 

make up for some of the deprivation experienced

8. Getting poor grades in school and concluding

earlier in life. If leaders can revise upward their

‘‘I’m not smart.’’

unrealistically low estimate of themselves on the

9. Being typecast in the family as the child who’s

attribute in question, they will not only grow and

social or athletic but ‘‘not the smart one.’’

heal; they will increase their effectiveness. 

10. Lacking a college degree or attending a low-

In addition to underestimating themselves on

status or less-than-prestigious college or graduate

specific aspects of leadership, many leaders under-

school. 

value their capability across the board. A senior

11. Attending an elite secondary school where

manager we worked with grossly underrated her

they judged themselves as not smart relative to the

overall effectiveness. As she put it, ‘‘I place much

‘‘geniuses’’ in their class. 

more emotional weight on the negatives than the

12. A high performer academically and/or

positives.’’

athletically and therefore burdened by the pressure

Note: corrective mirroring can’t happen in a

to repeat. 

vacuum. For leaders to grow and improve, they

13. The repository of their parents’ extremely

need not only the informational support provided

high expectations; self-esteem hinges on high

by corrective mirroring but also a reparative relation-

performance, and self-acceptance is lacking. 

ship, a medium for conveying affirmation. The other

14. In

general, 

unfavorable

growing-up

party does not have to be a helping professional. A

conditions greatly outweighed favorable conditions. 

reasonably well-put-together significant other—a

spouse, personal friend, close colleague, a higher-

Winnicott (1971) wrote of the ‘‘environmental pro-

level manager acting as a mentor—can serve in that

vision,’’ the emotional support that a child needs to

capacity. 

develop normally. In cases like those listed above in

which parents and the larger social environment did

Challenges Faced by a Positive Psychology

not provide sufficiently for their emotional needs, 

for Leaders

leaders carry a deficit into their adult lives and

Positive psychology will have to overcome two

careers. 

problems if it is to make a significant contribution to

Not just a liability, deprivation motivates. At least

leadership development: first, the tendency for man-

it does in leaders who ascend the hierarchy. Few

agers to resist positive feedback and second, the

extraordinarily successful people have nothing to

tendency for managers to turn their strengths into

prove. But outward success notwithstanding, depri-

weaknesses by overdoing it. Linley’s (2008) recent

vation leaves an inner residue (Kaplan, Drath, & 

work, influenced by our own theory and practice, 

Kofodimos, 1991). 

takes steps in helping managers to do just that. 

At stake is not just the leader’s well-being; their

effectiveness hangs in the balance. When an indivi-

Resistance to Positive Feedback

dual’s adjustment is off, it throws off his or her

Ironically, needy leaders fortunate enough to

performance (Kaiser & Kaplan, 2006; Kaplan & 

have a generous measure of positive feedback

Kaiser, 2003c). For example, a leader may see him-

served with the help of an able third party don’t

or herself as not that smart, even though everyone

tend to be particularly open to it. In fact, they

else sees him or her as plenty smart. As a result, to

resist it in three ways. 

compensate for his or her felt deficiency s/he may

First, there is the common discomfort with com-

overstrive—and come off as a ‘‘know-it-all.’’ Or per-

pliments. Most people find it mildly embarrassing to

haps a leader doesn’t see him- or herself as powerful, 

receive praise. Further, strong norms against arro-

even though personal power radiates off of him/her. 

gance and conceit can dissuade people from doing

As a result, to compensate, s/he is overpowering. 

anything that resembles ‘‘tooting your own horn.’’

Another leader may be universally experienced as

Second, in the usual feedback exercise the infor-

‘‘emotionally intelligent’’ and having ‘‘people skills’’

mational meal consists of servings of both negative
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feedback and positive feedback. Predictable to the

Kaiser, 2003b, 2006a, 2006c, 2009). Leaders who

point of being comical, virtually every leader we

are quick to step up and take charge often do a poor

work with acts as if only the negative feedback will

job of delegation. Participative leaders have a hard

nourish them. ‘‘Give me the negative feedback,’’ they

time cutting off discussion and making the call. 

exclaim, ‘‘because that’s what I can do something

Visionary leaders often struggle with implementa-

about.’’ Leaders completely overlook the develop-

tion. And many managers are too absorbed in day-

mental value in positive feedback. This herd instinct

to-day firefighting to think strategically. Overem-

is an obvious indication of the need for a positive

phasizing one side of a pair of complementary

psychology of leadership. Incidentally, those

approaches goes hand-in-hand with placing too

who deliver feedback—supervisors and even helping

little emphasis on the other side. This side effect is

professionals, 

internal

and

external

to

the

thus a second way that strengths become weaknesses. 

organization—have also been known often to suc-

Unfortunately, some applications of positive psy-

cumb to the gravitational pull of the negatives. 

chology to leadership development play straight into

Third, once leaders receive positive feedback, 

this trap. Advocates of ‘‘strengths-based develop-

they have a tendency to discount it or otherwise

ment’’ encourage managers to discover and build

explain it away. More on this below. 

up their strengths and typically discourage a focus

on weaknesses. The logic is that there are some

How Strengths Become Weaknesses

things you are naturally good at and it is more

To be effective, a positive psychology for leaders

efficient and profitable to maximize those talents

must contend with another major complication: a

than to try to get good at something for which you

focus on strengths must also include a focus on the

don’t have much talent (Buckingham & Clifton, 

problem of strengths overused. The tacit assumption

2001). Proponents of strengths-based development

that ‘‘more is better’’ has led to major oversights in

often hold a ‘‘more is better’’ assumption about


the literature on strengths and in the practice of

strengths; some even deny that one could overdo a

leadership assessment (Kaiser & Kaplan, 2005, 

strength (e.g., Brim, 2007; but see Linley, 2008, for

2009; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a, 2009). 

a counterpoint from the perspective of positive psy-

To possess a strength is to be at risk of taking that

chology). One ‘‘happiness intervention’’ experimen-

strength too far. The greater a leader’s desire to be

tally proven to improve mood has people identify

strong in a given respect, the greater the risk. The

their strengths and then find new ways to use that

greater a leader’s fear of being inadequate in some

strength (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). 

respect, the greater the risk s/he will overcompen-

The problem is that these approaches can encourage

sate. Strengths become weaknesses not only by over-

leaders to overuse their strengths and, by ignoring

relying on them but also continuing to rely on

what doesn’t come naturally, underuse opposing but

strengths that made for high performance early in a

complementary skills. The result can be a one-

managerial career but that no longer fit well for more

dimensional leader with a restricted repertoire. 

senior jobs (Charan, Drotter, & Noel 2001; McCall, 

Since most leadership roles are not elective, these

1998). 

more limited leaders are invariably less effective than

As many leaders know, this is how strengths

their versatile counterparts (Kaiser, Lindberg, & 

become weaknesses: they are taken to an extreme. 

Craig, 2007; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a). 

And taken to an extreme, strengths make for either

A positive psychology for leaders must take into

waste or harm. Waste in the sense of spending more

account the universal human tendency to take

time or expending more effort than the situation

strengths too far (Kaiser, 2009). It must grapple

requires—for example, burn-out, in yourself and

with the direct effects and the side effects of over-

others. Harm that often takes the form of excessive

using strengths, first by bringing these ill effects to

force—for example, being direct to the point of

light, and second by helping leaders make the most

being confrontational. Harm can also result from

of their strengths—without overdoing it. Would

being excessively concerned for the feelings of under-

that positive reinforcement were enough. 

performing staff members. Leave those people in

their jobs and eventually everyone suffers. 

Practical Applications of Positive Psychology

In addition to the direct effects, wasted effort, 

to Leaders

and needless harm, overdoing it has a major side-

It is not our intent to cover interventions that are

effect: it crowds out the opposing, but complemen-

well established in positive psychology or in psy-

tary, side of leadership (Kaplan, 1996; Kaplan & 

chology in general. At most we will refer briefly to, 
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for example, methods for reconditioning behavior

and Sharpe (2006) point out that virtues can be

(e.g., Lazarus, 1971) and combating negative

overused and can result in ‘‘deformation of

thinking or revising perfectionist expectations (Ellis

character.’’

& Harper, 1975). Instead of standard fare, we report

The same limitation applies to 360-degree feed-

here on practices that are either not used or not

back surveys. Although they have proliferated in the

widely used in our field or elsewhere. It would be

last 20 years, they take the same form and are mostly

natural to go first to the application of positive feed-

variations on a theme. In particular, these surveys

back, the hallmark of positive psychology. Instead

employ a 1-to-5 rating format where higher scores

we follow this logical progression: assessing strengths

indicate more of the behavior, skill, or attribute in

and their overuse, tempering strengths when they’re

question (Leslie & Fleenor, 1998). High scores are

overused, internalizing strengths as a way of tem-

considered better, which stands to reason since low

pering strengths, assessing polarized leadership, and

scores are worse. But more isn’t always better, and

de-polarizing a leader’s way of operating. 

high scores often obscure the difference between

doing something a lot and doing it too much

Assess Strengths and Their Overuse

(Kaiser & Kaplan, 2005). 

The research cited above shows that people do

How then to hold up a mirror for leaders to see

not know their strengths. In particular, they under-

their strengths alongside their strengths overused? 

estimate their capability on truly outstanding

Once the senior author recognized the oversight

strengths (and overestimate how strong they are in

in the design of assessment tools, including one of

weak areas). 

his own (Kaplan, 1988), it was a relatively easy

Of the many ways to give leaders insight into

matter to devise a rating scale that captured strengths

their strengths—performance appraisals, coaching

overused (Kaplan, 1996). Of the many ways it might

by supervisors or by helping professionals, informal

be accomplished, the format in Figure 9.1 is the

on-the-job feedback—questionnaires have become

latest version of the scale developed by the two of

the standard method. However good they are at

us (Kaiser & Kaplan, 2005). 

serving up a clear picture of the leader’s strengths, 

If on a competency such as ‘‘Drives for results,’’ a

they suffer from a serious limitation. They don’t

majority of coworkers choose ‘‘right amount,’’ then

determine which strengths the leader overuses. For

the leader can claim that as a strength. If a significant

instance, popular ‘‘strengths inventories’’ such as

percentage of coworkers rate it as ‘‘too much,’’ then

Values in Action (VIA, Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 

we know that the individual drives too hard. Leaders

2005) or StrengthsFinderTM (Buckingham & 

know that they fall short on an item if a sizable

Clifton, 2001) ask respondents to identify the activ-

number of coworkers rate it ‘‘too little.’’ Our statis-

ities they enjoy, prefer, and succeed at to determine a

tical research affirms this interpretation of ratings by

rank-ordering of the most-to-least prominent areas

documenting a strong relationship between ineffec-

of talent. These results say nothing about how those

tiveness and doing both too little and too much of

talents are applied, including whether the individual

certain leadership behaviors (see Kaiser & Kaplan, 

is likely to take them to counterproductive extremes. 

2007, 2009). For instance, Figure 9.2 shows the

Peterson (2006) does, however, note that VIA

typical relationship between behaviors rated on the

strengths can be taken too far. Likewise, Schwartz

‘‘too little/too much’’ scale of the Leadership

The right

Too little

Too much

amount

–4

–3

–2

–1

0

+1

+2

+3

+4

Much

Barely

Barely

Much

too little

too little

too much

too much

Figure 9.1 The ‘‘Too Little/Too Much’’ rating scale. Note that this rating scale is probably different from scales that you are accustomed to using. On this scale the best score is ‘‘0,’’ in the middle of the scale. The premise is that performance problems arise when managers either do too little or do too much of something. Some people misread this scale. Please do not mistake it for the usual type where higher scores Ò

are better. Reproduced with permission from Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2006). Leadership Versatility Index . Greensboro, NC: Kaplan DeVries Inc. Reproduced with permission. 
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Rating of Behavior

Figure 9.2 Effects of ‘‘underdoing’’ and ‘‘overdoing’’ on leadership effectiveness. Reproduced with permission from Kaiser, R. B., & Ò

Kaplan, R. E. (2007). Leadership Versatility Index facilitator’s guide. Greensboro, NC: Kaplan DeVries Inc. Reproduced with permission. 

Versatility Index and independent ratings of overall

they find it difficult to distinguish between doing

effectiveness on a 10-point scale where 5 is ‘‘ade-

something enough and taking it too far. 

quate’’ and 10 is ‘‘outstanding.’’ We find this

To effect this change requires delving into the

inverted-U-shaped function for a range of forceful, 

psychology of strengths overused. At its simplest, 

enabling, strategic, and operational leadership beha-

this specialized psychology amounts to this: leaders

viors when predicting such leadership effectiveness

overdo what they overvalue. The simplest interven-

criteria as employee job satisfaction and engagement, 

tion then is to get leaders to recognize this in them-

unit morale and cohesiveness, and team produc-

selves and to place less importance on the managerial

tivity. The implication is clear: strengths overused

function in question. Of course, interventions get

can hamper effectiveness just as much as weaknesses

deeper as they address what underlies a skewed value

and shortcomings. 

system—sensitivities along with the painful antece-

Any intervention that calls attention to leaders’

dents of those sensitivities (Kaiser & Kaplan, 2006; 

strengths but ignores the possibility of overkill is

Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006c). 

incomplete. We owe it to leaders and their organiza-

The work of tempering strengths would be made

tions to provide mirrors that reflect the whole story

immeasurably easier if assessment tools were

of their strengths. 

designed to bring to light not just strengths and

shortcomings but strengths taken too far. But, in a

Temper a Leader’s Strengths—When They’re

remarkable decades-long collective oversight, the

Overused

leadership field has omitted this crucial feature

A positive psychology for leaders can’t limit itself

from its tools for assessing leaders (Kaiser & 

to reinforcing them for what they do well. It must

Kaplan, 2005). How are leaders to curb excess in

also come to grips with the problem of strengths

themselves if assessment tools systematically fail to

overused. To be effective it must make room for

point it out? 

this dark side of strengths. Note that there is an

upbeat aspect to calling overkill to the attention of

Temper Overplayed Strengths by

leaders: the excess contains a strength, which they

Internalizing the Strengths

happen to carry too far. 

There is no better way to contend with the dark

The crux of the developmental work is to strip

side of strengths than to employ positive psychology

away excess. To accomplish this change in behavior, 

to accentuate the leader’s positives. It is such a good

leaders must first see the excess. Though the idea of

solution because leaders typically overdo it to com-

taking strengths to an extreme is not unfamiliar to

pensate for an imagined deficiency. Stated another

them, they find it far easier to observe overkill in

way, leaders overdo what they underestimate

other people than in themselves. In their own cases

(Kaplan, 1999; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a). This
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applies especially to truly outstanding strengths. 

• We make sure to gather a large quantity of data

Among the senior managers we have consulted to

on the positives. For example, in conducting

lurks a well-kept secret: many of them privately

interviews with coworkers, we don’t settle for one-

doubt that they are smart enough. This despite the

word descriptions of strengths like ‘‘leadership,’’

fact that their peers regard them as plenty smart, 

‘‘intelligence,’’

‘‘people

skills.’’

We

ask

for

even exceptionally so (cf. Clance, 1985, on the

elaboration: ‘‘What does intelligence look like in

impostor phenomenon). Harboring this underesti-

his case?’’ In addition, we don’t only ask, ‘‘What

mate, they compensate by trying too hard to demon-

are this manager’s strengths?’’ To discover what the

strate to themselves and to others how smart they

individual is really good at, we then ask, ‘‘Which of

are. They have to know everything about their func-

his or her strengths is truly outstanding?’’

tion or organization—and hamper their effective-

• On the Leadership Versatility Index we add the

ness by getting mired in the minutia. They are

percentages of right-amount ratings and too-much

compelled to display that knowledge, even to their

ratings of each dimension. Let’s say that 55 percent of

staff, to the point where they block others’ efforts to

a leader’s coworkers rated her ‘‘right amount’’ on ‘‘Steps

contribute and deprive subordinates of the opportu-

in when problems arise,’’ and an additional 25 percent

nity to develop. 

rated her ‘‘too much.’’ The sum, 80 percent, is a

If there were ever a role for corrective mirroring, 

powerful indication of her strength on this

this is it. In our practice we hold up a mirror fash-

dimension—apart from the need for her to dial it back. 

ioned out of positive feedback, large quantities of it, 

• In the feedback session, not taking anything

both qualitative and quantitative. If leaders can give

for granted, we check out the individual’s reactions

credence to the rigorously developed image of the

to coworkers’ answers to these two questions. 

attribute they underestimate in themselves, then

Innocently, we ask, for example, ‘‘Do you discount

they naturally alleviate the overuse of that strength. 

any of this praise?’’ Often we find that the leader does

They stop overcompensating. But as noted above, 

not take at face value one or another of the strongly

instead of welcoming the positive feedback and

supported strengths. 

revising upward their estimate of themselves, they

• We uncover, and work to overcome, the

often resist it. 

resistance to accepting the positive feedback, which

Herein lies the hard work of a positive psychology

often lies just beneath the surface. It quickly emerges

for leaders. Admirable as it is to offer a strengths

that the leader has, for example, a ‘‘fear of getting a

inventory to correct for an overemphasis on weak-

swelled head.’’ It may be that the praise touches a

nesses, a positive psychology for leaders is not that

nerve. The individual has long nursed a painful sense

easily practiced. Practiced well, it makes room for the

of inadequacy in precisely that area. (For more

complex work of overcoming the resistance to feed-

specific interventions and a curriculum design for

back on strengths. Otherwise positive feedback isn’t

overcoming these deep-seated sources of resistance, 

worth much and leaders are not likely to heal, grow, 

see Kaiser & Kaplan, 2007; and Kaplan, 1999.)

and improve. 

The affirmation of strengths goes to the heart of

When prompted, leaders will cooperate in

positive psychology. As experienced helping profes-

turning their attention to the positive feedback. 

sionals know, it can be difficult to get through to

Perversely, though, if there is a discrepancy

people on this point. Grappling with what to some

between what they regard as their strengths and

looks like a non-obvious and irrational resistance

what others report, they find the nourishment

describes a basic function of positive psychology for

difficult to swallow. Changing analogies: con-

leaders. 

fronted with a discrepancy, leaders believe the

mirror held up by coworkers is distorted. 

‘‘They’re just being nice.’’ ‘‘They’re gilding the

Assess for Lopsided Leadership

lily.’’ ‘‘I know better what it means to be very

There is a great irony in the field of leadership

bright.’’ On one or another strength, they trust

assessment. On the one hand, lopsidedness is

their own crooked mirror more than the one held

endemic among managers. On the other hand, 

up by coworkers. 

assessment tools are not designed to assess balance, 

In our practice we employ a continually

or the lack of it. These tools define leadership in

expanding set of tactics for overcoming the resistance

linear terms with one discrete dimension listed after

to positive feedback. A sampling follows (see also, 

another—sets strategy, communicates strategy, 

Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a, chapter 3):

turns strategy into operational plans, energizes
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people, and so forth. Since balance is by definition a duality. His constructive, considerate treatment of

two-sided entity, the only way a tool can assess for it

the people on his team came at the expense of

is if that tool is founded on a two-sided conception

holding them accountable. When people didn’t

of leadership that specifies the opposing dimensions

meet deadlines or handed in work that didn’t meet

to be balanced (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003b; 2006c). 

his own standards of excellence, he let them off the

The idea of juxtaposing opposing dimensions is

hook. Behind his lopsided way of managing his team

certainly not new to psychology. Circumplex the-

lay a polarized stance toward power and the treat-

ories of personality set this precedent some time ago. 

ment of people. He identified with treating people

For instance, Timothy Leary’s (1957) circular model

well; he dissociated himself from raw power. To

of interpersonal relations defines social behavior in

strike a better balance on this duality he had to

terms of dominance and nurturance. Jungian theory

overcome his resistance to being forceful, and he

is replete with opposites like masculine-feminine, 

had to loosen his tight attachment to being nice. 

thinking-feeling, and sensing-intuiting. Nor is jux-

His effort to change also played out on the tennis

taposing opposites unknown in the leadership field. 

court, where he depended too much on his back-

Robert Quinn’s (1988) competing values frame-

hand and struggled to develop a put-away forehand

work calls attention to opposing tensions—namely, 

shot. Seeing this in his play, his friends pointed out

stability versus change and an internal versus

his inability to ‘‘go for the jugular.’’

external perspective. 

In his theory and practice Fritz Perls specialized

A rating scale, like that in Figure 9.1, is all it takes

in de-polarizing (1969). For him a polarized mind-

to identify the overuse that causes waste or harm. 

set took the form of a dominating ‘‘top dog’’ part of a

But it is not sufficient to capture the case in which

person and a corresponding weak or recessive

overuse has the side effect of sacrificing capacity on

‘‘underdog’’ part. He intervened by having the

the opposing side. If a leader goes overboard on

person take turns giving voice to the two parts. In

‘‘Drives for results,’’ then he or she is likely to trade

that dialogue, with the person moving back and

off the complementary virtue, ‘‘Supports people.’’

forth between two chairs that represented the two

To pick up the trade-off, the assessment tool needs

halves of the polarized state, the imbalance of power

to define leadership in two-sided terms. That is why

could emerge and it could be redressed if, for

we constructed the Leadership Versatility Index

example, the weak side stood up for itself against

around what we have found to be the two funda-

the dominating side. 

mental dualities in leadership: strategic and opera-

A positive psychology for leaders contends with

tional leadership, and forceful and enabling

the dark side of strengths in this form—a strength

leadership (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003a, 2003b, 2006a). 

taken too far and, as a side effect, a corresponding

The Leadership Versatility Index is unique in pos-

underdeveloped side. An intervention that stands a

sessing the capacity to capture lopsidedness, defined

chance of success tackles the lopsided behavior and

as the profligate use of one approach and the impo-

the polarized mental model behind it. With leaders, 

verished use of the complementary approach. This

practical people that they are, the better place to

singular feature is the reason our firm was awarded a

start is with their behavior. All you need is an

patent for this tool. The feature is a combination of

assessment tool designed to identify lopsidedness

two design elements—a rating scale that captures

in leaders. 

strengths overused and a model of leadership defined

in terms of pairs of opposites. 

Suggestions for Research and Practice

Toward a positive psychology for leaders we have

De-Polarize a Leader’s Way of Operating

in this chapter taken several positions, each of which

Leaders can be said to have a polarized way of

are worth putting into practice and giving further

operating when they overdo one approach to leading

study. 

and, as a by-product, underdo the opposing side. To

be more precise, their behavior is lopsided. It is the

1. Don’t let the pendulum swing from an

mind-set behind their behavior that is polarized (see

overemphasis on weaknesses to an overemphasis on

Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a, chapter 4). 

strengths. In practice don’t allow ideology or over-

An example from our consulting practice: a

exuberance to turn a positive psychology for leaders

senior manager respected for being very bright, a

into an oversimplified school of thought. It is much

voice of reason, and respectful of others suffered

better—and

necessary—to

frame

positive

from a lopsided stance on the forceful-enabling

psychology in all of its requisite complexity. 
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2. Make room, in a leader-oriented positive

logic chain linking the internalization of strengths to

psychology, for resistance to accentuating a person’s

a lessened likelihood to overusing strengths and, in

strengths. Resistance to positive messages makes the

turn, to the ultimate indices of leadership

application of positive psychology more complex. 

effectiveness such as greater employee motivation

Through research and practice, let’s catalog the

and enhanced business results. 

classes of this seemingly perverse resistance, expose

its roots, and evolve broad strategies and concrete

Conclusion

tactics for overcoming it. What methods make it

Like any movement, positive psychology—along

possible for leaders to truly embrace their strengths? 

with off-shoots like strengths-based development—

3. There is no viable alternative to incorporating

has proven susceptible to a swing of the pendulum

leaders’ negatives, especially those that arise from

(Kaiser, 2009). The same thing happened when an

overdoing their strengths, in a psychology that would

employee-centered school of thought discredited, 

focus on their positives. No practice that purports to

and sought to displace, command-and-control lea-

be useful can ignore the inextricable ties of an

dership. The anti-thesis, in attempting to replace the

individual’s strengths to his or her weaknesses

established thesis, ends up equally one-sided. What’s

(McCall, 

1998). 

Research

would

make

an

needed in a positive psychology for leaders is a

important contribution if it could lay bare the

practical synthesis that accounts for the realities of

complex

interplay

between

strengths

and

change through affirmation and therefore is truly

weaknesses, and put to rest the false dichotomy

useful in practice. 

between strengths and weaknesses. 

We consulted to a recently promoted senior man-

4. We recommend that a leader-oriented positive

ager who received kudos from the coworkers we

psychology define leadership development in terms of the

interviewed. They admired his ability to focus the

intra-individual tension between opposites. The field

organization on a few priorities, drive execution

of leadership development needs to make a bigger

relentlessly, and consistently get results. We could

place for interventions aimed at imbalance between

have taken it for granted that he took in the positive

pairs of opposing leadership virtues. This is where

regard. Checking with him, though, we discovered

leaders overplay roles that suit their strengths and

that the opposite was true. He balked at accepting

underplay

complementary

roles—interventions

the affirmation for fear of egotism. Perhaps the block

must tackle both lopsided behavior and the

originated with his parents’ dictum, ‘‘Be humble.’’ In

polarized mind-set behind it. Research might dig

any case, his resistance cost him. One of his great

into the relative power of dialing back strengths

strengths, operational discipline, bled over into over-

versus

cranking

up

the

complementary

control. He manfully tried to dial back on control

weaknesses—as well as the value of doing both in

but willpower wasn’t enough. He needed to relax his

tandem. In practice we need to expose the folly in

too-tight grip on the controls. Using the applications

advising managers to ignore their weaknesses—

described above, we helped him to internalize the

when those weaknesses are in essential leadership

positives so as to allay the anxiety that drove the

roles, effectiveness is the ultimate victim. We

over-control. As a by-product he freed up emotional

realize that it is an easy sell to let managers off the

energy to bring out the less well developed comple-

hook for their shortcomings, but that does a

mentary side—focus on the long term and invest-

disservice to the leader and the organization. The

ment in innovation. This, in a nutshell, is how far we

data are too clear to ignore: lopsided leaders who

have taken our practice of a positive psychology for

emphasize their strengths to the neglect of what

leaders. There is no doubt that practice will continue

doesn’t come naturally are far less effective than

to evolve, as will the field. 

more

well-rounded, 

versatile

leaders (Kaiser, 

Lindberg, & Craig, 2007; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2006a). 

5. A positive psychology for leaders means nothing

Directions for Research

unless it increases their effectiveness. It is not enough

• How to classify the types of resistance to

for individual leaders to report benefits—that they

affirmation that leaders, and all adults, put up? 

have a better grasp of their strengths, greater self-

• Which interventions are effective at reducing

confidence, or a stronger sense of well-being. That

resistance to affirmation? 

inner shift has to be apparent to coworkers and

• In particular, which methods for delivering

manifest itself in improved leadership performance. 

positive feedback are most effective in having

Researchers can help by studying the links in the

leaders internalize their strengths? 

K A P L A N , K A I S E R
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Implications for Practice

Kaiser, R. B., & Kaplan, R. E. (2007). Leadership Versatility IndexÒ

• Keep in mind that leaders, like all adults, often

facilitator’s guide. Greensboro, NC: Kaplan DeVries Inc. 

Kaiser, R. B., Lindberg, J. T., & Craig, S. B. (2007). Assessing the resist positive feedback. Therefore, positive psychology

flexibility of managers: A comparison of methods. 

includes the work of overcoming that resistance. 

International Journal of Selection and Assessment, 16, 40–55. 

• If you assess a leader’s strengths, be sure to also

Ò

Kaplan, R. E. (1988). SKILLSCOPE for Managers. Greensboro, 

determine which of those strengths he or she

NC: Center for Creative Leadership. 

overuses. 

Kaplan, R. E. (1996). Forceful leadership and enabling leadership:

•

You can do both. Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative

Use ‘‘corrective mirroring’’—a large dose of data

Leadership. 

on the leader’s strengths—to stop the individual from

Kaplan, R. E. (1998). Getting at character: The simplicity on the

overcompensating for imagined deficiencies. 

other side of complexity. In R. Jeanneret and R. Silzer (Eds.), 

Individual assessment: The art and science of personal psycholo-

gical evaluation in an organizational setting. San Francisco:

References

Jossey Bass. 

Atwater, L., Waldman, D., Ostroff, C., Robie, C., & Johnson, 

Kaplan, R. E. (1999). Internalizing strengths: An overlooked way of

K. M. (2005). Self-other agreement: Comparing its relation-

overcoming weaknesses in managers. Greensboro, NC: Center

ship with performance in the U.S. and Europe. International

for Creative Leadership. 

Journal of Selection and Assessment, 13, 25–40. 

Kaplan, R. E. (2002). Know your strengths. Harvard Business

Beehr, T. A., Ivanitskaya, L., Hansen, C. P., Erofeev, D., & 

Review, 80, 20–21. 

Gudanowski, D. M. (2001). Evaluation of 360 degree feed-

Kaplan, R. E., Drath, W. H., & Kofodimos, J. R. (1984). High

back ratings: Relationships with each other and with perfor-

hurdles: The challenges of executive self-development. 

mance and selection predictors. Journal of Organizational

Academy of Management Executive, 1, 195–205. 

Behavior, 22, 775–788. 

Kaplan, R. E., Drath, W. H., & Kofodimos, J. R. (1991). Beyond

Brim, B. (2007). Probing the dark side of employees’ strengths. 

ambition: How driven managers can lead better and live better. 

Gallup

Management Journal. 

Retrieved

from

http://

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

gmj.gallup.com on February 15, 2007. 

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2003a). Developing versatile

Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. O. (2001).Now, discover your

leadership. MIT Sloan Management Review, 44 (4), 19–26. 

strengths. New York: The Free Press. 

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2003b). Rethinking a classic

Charan, R., Drotter, S., & Noel, J. (2001).The leadership pipeline. 

distinction in leadership: Implications for the assessment

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

and development of executives. Consulting Psychology

Church, A. H. (1997). Managerial self-awareness in high-per-

Journal: Practice and Research, 55, 15–25. 

forming individuals in organizations. Journal of Applied

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2003c). The turbulence within:

Psychology, 82, 281–292. 

How sensitivities throw off performance in executives. In R. J. 

Clance, P. R. (1985). The imposter phenomenon. Atlanta, GA:

Burke and C. L. Cooper (Eds.), Leading in turbulent times (pp. 

Peachtree Publishers. 

31–53). Oxford: Blackwell. 

Conway, J. M., & Huffcutt, A. I. (1997). Psychometric properties

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2006a). The versatile leader: Make

of multisource performance ratings: A meta-analysis of sub-

the most of your strengths—without overdoing it. San Francisco:

ordinate, 

supervisor, 

peer, 

and

self-ratings. 

Human

Pfeiffer. 

Performance, 10, 331–360. 

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2006b). Leadership Versatility

Drucker, P. F. (2000). Managing knowledge means managing

IndexÒ. Greensboro, NC: Kaplan DeVries Inc. 

oneself. Leader to Leader, 16 (2), 8–10. 

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2006c). Lopsidedness in leaders:

Eichinger, R. W., & Lombardo, M. M. (2003). Knowledge

Strategies for assessing it and correcting it. In R. J. Burke & 

summary series: 360-degree assessment. Human Resources

C. L. Cooper (Eds.), Inspiring leaders (pp. 293–304). London:

Planning, 26 (4), 34–44. 

Routledge. 

Ellis, A., & Harper, R. A. (1975). A new guide to rational living. 

Kaplan, R. E., & Kaiser, R. B. (2009). Stop overdoing your

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

strengths. Harvard Business Review, 87 (2), 100–103. 

Harris, M. M., & Schaubroeck, J. (1988). A meta-analysis of self-

Kohut, H. (1977). The restoration of the self. New York:

supervisor, self-peer, and peer-supervisor ratings. Personnel

International Universities Press. 

Psychology, 41, 43–62. 

Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it:

Jahoda, M. (1958). Current concepts of positive mental health. New

How difficulties in recognizing one’s own incompetence lead

York: Basic Books. 

to inflated self-assessments. Journal of Personality and Social

Kaiser, R. B. (2009). The Perils of Accentuating the Positive. Tulsa:

Psychology, 77, 1121–1134. 

Hogan Press. 

Lazarus, A. A. (1971). Behavior therapy and beyond. New York:

Kaiser, R. B., & Kaplan, R. E. (2009). When strengths run amok. 

McGraw-Hill. 

In R. B. Kaiser (Ed.), The Perils of Accentuating the Positives

Leary, T. (1957). Interpersonal diagnosis of personality. New York:

(pp. 57–76). Tulsa: Hogan Press. 

Ronald. 

Kaiser, R. B., & Kaplan, R. E. (2005). Overlooking overkill? 

Leslie, J. B., & Fleenor, J. W. (1998). Feedback to managers: A

Beyond the 1-to-5 rating scale. Human Resources Planning, 

review and comparison of multi-rater instruments for manage-

28 (3), 7–11. 

ment development. Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative

Kaiser, R. B., & Kaplan, R. E. (2006). The deeper work of

Leadership. 

executive development. Academy of Management Learning

Linley, A. (2008). Average to A+: Realising strengths in yourself and

and Education, 5, 463–483. 

others. Coventry, UK: CAPP Press. 

116

T O W A R D A P O S I T I V E P S Y C H O L O G Y F O R L E A D E R S

McCall, M. W., Jr. (1998). High flyers: Developing the next gen-Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2004). Character strengths

eration of leaders. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

and virtues: A handbook and classification. Oxford and New

Perls, F. (1969). Gestalt therapy verbatim. Lafayette, CA: Real

York: Oxford University Press. 

People Press. 

Quinn, R. E. (1988). Beyond rational management. San Francisco:

Peterson, C. (2006). The Values in Action (VIA) classifica-

Jossey-Bass. 

tion of strengths. In M. Csikszentmihalyi & I. S. 

Schwartz, B., & Sharpe, K. E. (2006). Practical wisdom: Aristotle

Csikszentmihalyi (Eds.), A life worth living: Contributions

meets positive psychology. Journal of Happiness Studies, 7, 

to positive psychology (pp. 29–48). New York: Oxford

377–395. 

University Press. 

Seligman, M. E. P. (1998). President’s column: Positive social

Peterson, C., Park, N., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2005). 

science. APA Monitor, 29 (2), 5. 

Assessment of character strengths. In G. P. Koocher, 

Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). 

J. C. Norcross, & S. S. Hill, III (Eds.), Psychologists’ desk

Positive psychology progress. American Psychologist, 60, 410–421. 

reference (2nd ed., pp. 93–98). New York: Oxford

Winnicott, D. W. (1971). Playing and reality. New York: Basic

University Press. 

Books. 

K A P L A N , K A I S E R

117

 This page intentionally left blank 

P A R T

3

Positive Work

Environments for

Individuals and

Organizations

 This page intentionally left blank 

C H A P T E R

10 Employee Engagement and the Psychology

of Joining, Staying in, and Leaving

Organizations

James K. Harter and Nikki Blacksmith

Abstract

Elements of engagement are important factors that not only cause individuals to join an organization but also help to retain those employees. The authors summarize research conducted from a number of angles, asking people what they are looking for in a job, why they stayed in or left their organization, and tracking engagement elements and their impact on turnover patterns across work units. Job interest and career progress are important elements in attracting and retaining employees. In addition, workers both expect and rely on quality managing continuously throughout phases of the employee life cycle. Clarity of expectations and adequacy of resources can either compliment or mitigate other efforts to improve job interest and career progress. Pay becomes a more important factor in turnover intentions when employees perceive their coworkers are not committed to quality work. The engagement elements that impact attraction and retention of employees have been found in other research to increase business unit performance. 

Keywords: employee engagement, turnover, retention, attraction

Gallup recently discovered that people all over the

average employee, the cost of lost productivity prior to

world are looking for a ‘‘good job’’ (Clifton, 2007). 

and after the employee leaves, and the impact on the

But what are the elements in a ‘‘good job?’’ People in

productivity of coworkers. Most estimates of turnover

good jobs say they are satisfied with their work, and

costs range from one-half to five times the employee’s

that they have a chance to do what they do best. 

annual salary. As such, if a quarter of a business’

Given the choice, they are also more likely to stay in, 

workforce leaves, and the average pay is $35,000, it

as opposed to leave their job. Based on a 23.4

could easily cost a 1,000-person firm $4 million to

percent annual voluntary turnover rate, reported by

$10 million a year to replace employees. Also, 

the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and a range of

employee retention rates for business units predict

11–33 percent annual turnover across European

customer ratings of quality service and financial

countries reported by the Federation of European

results (Harter, Schmidt, Asplund, & Killham, 

Employers, many organizations have yet to truly

2005). Understanding why people join, stay in, and

understand the elements of good jobs that will

leave organizations, specifically, the reasons and ele-

attract and retain talented employees (United

ments that organizations and managers can control, is

States Department of Labor, 2006; Federation of

important to every organization. In this chapter, we

European Employers, 2007). 

will discuss the psychology of staying in and leaving

The financial costs of turnover are non-trivial and

organizations in the context of a growing worldwide

represent substantial utility to nearly any organiza-

body of strengths science in the area of employee

tion, when one considers the cost to hire and train the

engagement and work unit performance. But first, 
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we will review results of a recent examination of the

organizations. For instance, large-scale studies have

attributes people are looking for in a job. 

shown that global attitudes about the employing

organization, or work, are among the strongest pre-

Joining an Organization

dictors of turnover intent and behavior (Shaw, 

Cotton and Tuttle (1986), in their meta-analysis, 

Delery, Jenkins, and Gupta, 1998; Kristoff-Brown, 

found people are more likely to leave an organization

Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). These studies of

if their expectations are not met. What people say

turnover have looked at how various broad psycho-

they are looking for in a job provides an initial

logical constructs, such as job satisfaction or organi-

framework for understanding employee expecta-

zational commitment, predict turnover intent or

tions, which then may form a foundation for under-

future turnover behavior. Organizational commit-

standing one of the most basic outcomes of any job

ment is generally defined as attitudes toward, or

in the world . . . staying or leaving. Gallup asked a

loyalty to, the employing organization (Price, 

targeted sample of 1,376 people who were recently

1997). Job satisfaction is defined as an emotional

looking for jobs to tell us what qualities they were

state resulting from the evaluation of one’s job

looking for (Ott, Blacksmith, & Royal, 2007). The

experiences (Locke, 1976). And it is clear from the

sample of job-seekers was comprised of a represen-

literature that these global constructs are important

tative sample of U.S. national population, including

indicators of future withdrawal conditions, quit

both unemployed and employed job seekers. Job-

intentions, and turnover patterns (Arnold & 

seekers were looking for jobs across all industries and

Feldman, 1982; Cotton & Tuttle, 1986; Hom & 

roles. Job-seekers were asked to rate on a scale of one

Griffeth, 1995; Huang, Lawler, & Lei, 2007; 

(not important at all) to five (extremely important)

Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000; Shaw, Delery, 

numerous qualities or attributes of the job and orga-

Jenkins, & Gupta, 1998). Some other predictors

nization that they found important when looking for

with small to moderate effect sizes include personal

a job. The top attribute job-seekers were looking for

characteristics, and characteristics of the work envir-

was ‘‘interest in the type of job,’’ rated by over half

onment, such as job content, work group cohesion, 

(58%) of respondents as ‘‘extremely important.’’ The

and autonomy. 

second and third attributes that people look for in a

job were ‘‘quality of manager’’ and ‘‘quality of man-

The Gallup Meta-Analysis Studies:

agement,’’ rated by 56 percent and 55 percent of

Engagement and Turnover

participants, respectively, as ‘‘extremely important.’’

Gallup researchers have spent decades studying

The fourth highest attribute was compensation

attitudes and behaviors within organizations, and

(52%). This response was not particularly sur-

the factors that drive employees’ performance

prising, given work, at its most basic level, is an

across time as well as their intent to stay or leave an

economic transaction for most people. And other

organization. Thousands of in-depth interviews, 

researchers have found pay and benefits are nega-

conducted by Gallup researchers, with high per-

tively associated with turnover (Cotton & Tuttle, 

forming managers and employees, in a wide range

1986; Huang, Lawler, & Lei, 2007; Shaw, Delery, 

of occupations, industries, and countries led to the

Jenkins, and Gupta, 1998). People tend to leave jobs

identification of factors that described the top per-

where they feel pay and benefits aren’t equitable. 

forming individuals and teams. These factors pro-

The fifth and sixth highest rated attributes were

vide the framework for the employee engagement

‘‘opportunity to learn and grow’’ (51%) and ‘‘oppor-

construct. 

tunity for advancement’’ (49%). Other attributes

While there is growing use of the term ‘‘employee

that were considered to be ‘‘extremely important’’

engagement’’ and a wide range of definitions in the

by just over forty-percent of the participants were

practitioner community, we define it as the involve-

‘‘organizational stability,’’ ‘‘promotion based on

ment with and enthusiasm for work (Harter, in press; 

merit,’’ ‘‘organization with high ethical standards,’’

Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). As William Kahn

‘‘health benefits,’’ ‘‘quality co-workers,’’ ‘‘work-life

(1990) described, engagement is best understood

balance,’’ ‘‘a job that allows for creativity,’’ and a

through the day-to-day experiences employees have

‘‘great work team’’ (Gallup Panel, 2007a). 

within their work situation. Employees can become

engaged when they find meaning in their work, feel

Staying or Leaving

safe to do good work, and can then transfer their

Numerous studies have documented a variety of

energy into performance. Engaged employees are

reasons why employees might stay in or leave

both cognitively and emotionally connected to

122

E M P L O Y E E E N G A G E M E N T A N D P S Y C H O L O G Y I N O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

their work and workplace. Employees become

Q10. 

I have a best friend at work. 

involved in their work when their basic needs (such

Q11. 

In the last six months, someone at work has

as knowing what is expected of them and having the

talked to me about my progress. 

right materials and equipment to do their job) are

Q12. 

This last year, I have had opportunities at work

met consistently, and when they have a chance to

to learn and grow. 

make an individual contribution. In addition to the

These statements (Q01–Q12) are proprietary and

fulfillment that comes from being in the right job

copyrighted by The Gallup Organization. They cannot be

and getting recognized for good work, employees

reprinted or reproduced in any manner without the

that feel connected to their coworkers and the

written consent of The Gallup Organization. Copyright

larger organization, and those that can clearly see

Ó 1993–1998, The Gallup Organization, Princeton, 

their future in their work, have high levels of enthu-

NJ. All rights reserved. 

siasm, or positive emotional energy. Engaged

The Q12Ò have now been responded to by more than

employees use their discretionary effort to help

12 million employees in 124 countries around the

their organization improve through higher produc-

globe. They are based in practical worker experience

tivity, greater efficiency and innovation, and more

and are intended to be used in an applied setting. The

meaningful customer impact, leading to higher prof-

statements begin with very basic employee percep-

itability. Disengaged employees withhold effort or

tions that are often overlooked. For instance, knowing

withdraw from the organization, thus jeopardizing

what’s expected is perhaps the most basic employee

the organization’s future through higher absen-

perception one can measure, and act on. Yet only a

teeism, higher turnover rates, more theft or mer-

little over half of employees in Gallup’s large interna-

chandise shrinkage, and more accidents on the job. 

tional database clearly know what is expected of them

In the early and mid-1990s researchers accumu-

at work. This most basic perception is often over-

lated data from many long surveys across hundreds of

looked. The 12 statements measure basic needs (Q01, 

organizations, literally thousands of questions to mea-

Q02), 

individual

contribution

(Q03–Q06), 

sure these factors within employee engagement. Some

belonging (Q07–Q10), and growth (Q11, Q12). 

of these questions associated with the engagement

The composite of Q12Ò is highly correlated with

construct and its factors emerged as consistently pre-

broad, theoretical construct measures such as work

dicting a variety of outcomes, including job satisfac-

satisfaction (Harter et al., 2002), organizational com-

tion, 

psychological

well-being, 

productivity, 

mitment (Le, Schmidt, Lauver, & Harter, 2007), and

profitability, customer ratings, safety (accidents), 

other engagement work attitudes such as passion, 

and employee retention/turnover. In essence, many

dedication, and absorption in work (Schaufeli, 

of the same elements that predict why people have

Bakker, & Salanova, 2006). 

better lives and perform exceptionally well also predict

In addition to decades of field study and develop-

why they stay or leave organizations. The following

ment, each item has strong meta-analytic evidence of

are the 12 statements (called the Q12Ò) that describe

criterion-related validity, through six meta-analytic

an engaging, productive, and high-retention culture:

studies over the past decade (Harter et al., 2006). As

Q01. 

I know what is expected of me at work. 

indicated, one of the dependent variables included in

Q02. 

I have the materials and equipment I need to

ongoing meta-analyses is employee retention or turn-

do my work right. 

over. Recent meta-analysis and utility analysis (Harter

Q03. 

At work, I have the opportunity to do what I

et al., 2006) indicates substantial differences in turn-

do best every day. 

over for highly engaged versus highly disengaged

Q04. 

In the last seven days, I have received

work units. The overall meta-analytic database

recognition or praise for doing good work. 

includes data from 125 companies and 23,910 busi-

Q05. 

My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to

ness or work units (such as bank branches, retail

care about me as a person. 

stores, departments, hospitals, call centers, etc). The

Q06. 

There is someone at work who encourages my

database includes studies from a wide range of busi-

development. 

ness units around the globe, including business units

Q07. 

At work, my opinions seem to count. 

in 23 countries in Asia, Central/South America, 

Q08. 

The mission or purpose of my company makes

Europe, and North America. 

me feel my job is important. 

Within this large database, studies of turnover/

Q09. 

My associates or fellow employees are

retention were available from 54 companies and

committed to doing quality work. 

15,871 business or work units. The meta-analysis
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methods used in the studies are described in Harter

recognition and turnover across the smaller work

et al. (2006). As we have highlighted in previous

units within the organization. In moderately to

publications (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2002; 

highly engaged organizations, high recognition

Harter et al., 2002) there is extensive variability in

work units had 19 percent lower turnover than in

engagement across functional business or work units

low recognition work units. However, in organiza-

within organizations. The standard deviation of

tions with low engagement, there was essentially no

engagement across work units is typically about 75

difference in turnover between high and low recog-

percent as high within a given company as it is across

nition work units. Recognition matters, but is less

work units in all companies in the database. And this

effective in retaining people if the overall organiza-

variability has meaning when it comes to describing

tional culture is weak. Perhaps recognition programs

turnover patterns. For instance, high turnover com-

lack credibility in the context of an otherwise dreary

panies, who tend to operate in high turnover indus-

environment. Of course, recognition is a basic

tries, such as retail, could easily claim turnover is a cost

ongoing need that we believe operates similarly to

of doing business and will always be high, given the

anything else we find pleasurable, but if managed

seasonal nature of much of their business and the

correctly, does so in a way that reinforces and moti-

more transient nature of many workers they tend to

vates high performance. For instance, when recogni-

hire (lower wage, high school and college aged

tion is specific to the needs of the individual, 

employees). Or a company in a lower turnover

frequent, and based on real performance, it is a

industry could argue that turnover is not a problem

powerful motivator. But recognition programs that

and is not worthy of serious attention. But yet, there is

appear as one size fits all, where recognition is

substantial variation in turnover across work units in

handed out for showing up, or where it is assumed

both high and low turnover companies, and this

that each employee would want the same type of

variation is partially explained by the variation in

recognition, can be perceived as lacking authenticity. 

engagement across the same units. This relationship

And it is likely that this is the case in situations where

between engagement and turnover/retention emerges

recognition occurs, but other elements such as clear

whether we study cross-sectional or longitudinal data, 

expectations and a caring manager are not present. 

although the causal arrow appears most substantial

A pattern similar to the moderating effect on

when we study engagement at time 1 in relation to

recognition-turnover emerged with regard to progress

turnover at time 2 (Harter et al., 2005). Top and

discussions, a conversation between an employee and

bottom quartile teams (on engagement) differ by an

a manager about the performance of the employee

average of 31 percent in annualized turnover within

over a certain time frame. In low engagement organi-

high turnover companies. In low turnover companies

zations, there was very little difference in turnover

(below 40% annualized turnover), top and bottom

between teams that had received progress discussions

quartile business units (on engagement) differ by an

compared to those that had not had that type of

average of 51 percent in annualized turnover. 

conversation. Yet, in moderate to high engagement

The engagement-turnover relationship, while

organizations, teams comprised of many employees

similar, is not the same across each of the engage-

who had received progress discussions had 18 percent

ment elements. Each of the 12 elements correlates in

lower turnover in comparison to those where progress

the expected direction (positively with retention, 

discussions were less frequently occurring. This sug-

negatively with turnover) and nine of the twelve

gests that within organizations with more miserable

elements exhibit generalizable correlations (after cor-

overall cultures, progress discussions may be less effec-

recting for sampling and measurement error, the

tive in being perceived as developmental (perhaps

standard deviation of the correlation across compa-

more like the traditional performance appraisal). 

nies is essentially zero). After more extensive study of

And in overall engaging cultures, progress discussions

the database, we found there were three items whose

may indeed feel more like developmental discussions, 

relationship to turnover was moderated by the

focused on the employee’s future. 

overall level of engagement in the company. These

Another interesting finding is that having a best

items were Q04 recognition/praise, Q10 best friend, 

friend at work operates in opposite ways, depending

and Q11, someone has discussed my progress. 

on the overall organizational culture. In low engage-

ment organizations, work units with more best

Moderating Engagement and Turnover

friends have 8 percent higher turnover than work

The overall engagement of an organization was

units with fewer best friends. In moderate to high

found to moderate the relationship between

engagement companies, work units with more best
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friends have 18 percent lower turnover than those

her career. While there are many predictors of turn-

with fewer best friends. These findings suggest, in

over that cannot be controlled (spouse’s relocation, 

dreary environments, best friends leave together. In

reorganizations, retiring, etc.) each of the seven

supportive environments (where both the broad

engagement items listed above are within the influ-

company culture and the work unit are engaged), 

ence of nearly every manager. 

best friends are more likely to stay together. This has

important implications on information sharing, 

Retrospective Reasons for Staying and

innovation, and ultimately, profitability. 

Leaving

The other nine elements were found to be widely

While many studies have looked at why people

generalizable in their application to employee reten-

leave organizations, there has been less attention

tion, regardless of whether the overall organizational

paid to why employees stay with the same employer

engagement was high or low. For instance, the fol-

for nontrivial amounts of time. We recently asked

lowing five items were substantially (each with cor-

employees across America two open-ended ques-

relations above .20) and consistently predictive of

tions (Gallup, 2007b). For those that had been

retention (negatively correlated with turnover):

with their company for three years or more, we

I know what is expected of me at work. 

asked them why they had stayed. For those who

I have the materials and equipment I need to do

had left an organization within the last three years, 

my work right. 

we asked them why they had left. Here are the most

At work, I have the opportunity to do what I do

frequent, top of mind, open-ended responses:

best every day. 

What is the main reason you have continued

There is someone at work who encourages my

working for your current employer? (n = 8,823)

development. 

My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care

• 27.4% Pay and Benefits

about me as a person. 

• 23.1% Fit to job/doing what suits me best/

fulfilling/interesting

And in multiple regression analysis, the following

• 16.0% Freedom/flexibility

two items explained unique variance in employee

• 12.8% General work environment/man-

retention, beyond the above five basic needs:

agement

My associates or fellow employees are committed

• 5.5% Job security/stability

to doing quality work. 

• 3.8% Opportunity for growth/advan-

This last year, I have had opportunities at work to

cement

learn and grow. 

• 3.8% Convenience/Location

• 2.6% Like coworkers

The seven items listed above, taking into account

their generalizable contribution, are important levers

What is the main reason you left that job? 

that should be considered by any manager, in any

(n = 2,141)

situation, as she attempts to retain employees. Taken

•

together, they help us understand what the employee

80.3% job-related

•

is saying to the organization once he enters into his

64.0% voluntary

•

work. ‘‘Get me what I need to do my work, help me

31.5% career advancement/promotional

do what I do best, connect me with a great manager

opportunities

•

who is interested in me and my future, make work

22.4% pay and benefits

•

equitable by setting high standards for everyone, and

20.2% lack of fit to job

•

help me progress by giving me opportunities to

16.5%

management/general

work

advance.’’ When any one of these elements is missing, 

environment

•

retention is at greater risk. As one participant stated, 

7.7% flexibility/scheduling

•

in a panel study, when asked why she was in search of

1.7% job security

•

a new job: ‘‘I have spent over 30 years with my

16.3% involuntary (company closed, 

employer, and I am leaving my job in search of a

reorganization, got fired)

•

position that is more emotionally satisfying.’’ Perhaps, 

19.7% personal (location, children, retired, 

if her manager had been aware of her needs to pro-

school, health, military)

gress and do what she does best, she would have

Thirty-two percent of U.S. workers have reported

stayed with the organization for the remainder of

they have changed jobs within the last three years
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and 83 percent who have changed jobs left their

based on his strengths or unique talents. Employees

company (Gallup, 2007b). 

whose managers focus on their strengths have more

Pay and benefits and job fit are the most fre-

than double the probability of being engaged relative

quently cited reasons to stay with a job, and the

to those whose manager either ignores them or

lack of career progress (or progress opportunity else-

focuses on their weaknesses. And based on a study

where) tops the list for leaving. 

of over 65,000 respondents, those who received a

Thus far in this chapter, we have approached the

strengths intervention experienced 14.9 percent less

question of ‘‘why people join, stay in, and leave

turnover than a control group, even after controlling

organizations’’ from several perspectives. We have

for job-type and tenure (Asplund, Lopez, Hodges, & 

asked people what they are looking for in a job, 

Harter, 2007). 

summarized a large organizational database that

Conceptually, our natural inclination toward an

tracks engagement conditions and actual business

interesting job may best be explained in the work of

unit turnover patterns, and have asked open-ended

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1991) and his theory of

questions that probe why people stay-in and leave

optimal experience, or ‘‘flow.’’ When people are put

their employers. We reported that, in looking for a

into the right jobs, and their manager leverages their

job, people expect to be interested in the type of

inherent talents, the opportunity for that person to

work they will be doing, and they expect to have a

minimize boredom and anxiety and maximize effort

quality manager and management. They expect to

and enjoyment can be optimized, and thus their

be paid and then given the opportunity to learn, 

experience of ‘‘flow.’’ This is, in essence, the nature

grow, and advance. Once they join, they choose to

of work engagement. 

leave or stay based on career growth opportunities, 

money, interest in their work (job-fit), and other

Pay and Benefits

engagement factors such as clarity of expectations, 

Another factor, which is one of the most often

having the tools to do their work, and the commit-

referenced reasons for staying in, and voluntarily

ment of their coworkers to do good work. Four

leaving a company is pay and benefits, or money. 

themes emerge from these many different angles

But it is a two-edged sword. The golden handcuffs

we have explored about why people join, stay in, 

associated with pay and benefits are likely one of the

and leave organizations. First, people want an inter-

major reasons some people stay in a company, even

esting job. Second, they want to be paid adequately. 

when disengaged. But as we began digging a bit

Third, they want to know they are growing or pro-

deeper into the issue of pay, we found it is not

gressing. Fourth, explaining most of the variance in

necessarily the objective driver of behavior one

these and other factors, is the quality of the local

might expect. After controlling for job-level

work environment, heavily influenced by the man-

(excluding management, who tend to have higher

ager (whose quality they assumed before joining). 

engagement and pay), median pay is the same across

We now consider each of these in more detail. 

different levels of engagement. But two people with

exactly the same income often perceive it quite dif-

Interest/Job Fit

ferently, depending on the quality of the work envir-

Interest in the type of job is an important factor

onment. Engaged workers perceive the same pay

that is influenced by both the psychological fit of the

much more favorably than do disengaged workers. 

person to the job and the surrounding environment. 

Pay is an emotion-laden element. Not surprisingly, 

Systematic selection systems have been proven to

people who perceive their pay more favorably are

affect the fit of the person to the job as measured by

more likely to indicate they will be with their com-

job performance, turnover, engagement, customer

pany in the near term. But the correlation between

ratings, safety, and financial outcomes (Schmidt & 

perception of pay and intent to stay with the com-

Hunter, 1998; Harter, Hayes, & Schmidt, 2004; 

pany is 62 percent stronger if the employee is less than

Schmidt & Rader, 1999). For instance, meta-analysis

completely satisfied with the work of his colleagues

and utility analysis suggests selecting the top 20 per-

(Gallup, 2007b). In other words, perception of pay

cent of candidates whose inherent talents match the

drives turnover intent when people become disen-

job demands can result in turnover reduction of 13

chanted with their coworkers’ effort. Perceived

percent for managers, 11 percent for sales representa-

inequity of effort makes pay a more important vari-

tives, and 10 percent for skilled and semi-skilled jobs

able to the average person. The link between pay

(Juszkiewicz, Arora, & Harter, 2003). Additionally, 

satisfaction and intent to stay is not nearly as strong

each employee can be developmentally positioned

when people perceive equity in effort (that their

126

E M P L O Y E E E N G A G E M E N T A N D P S Y C H O L O G Y I N O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

coworkers are committed to quality). People seem to

commitment and turnover (Kristoff-Brown et al., 

turn to the most quantifiable measure at their dis-

2005; Shaw et al., 1998). People who are more

posal when they perceive inequity. And they

committed to their organizations are more likely to

demand their fair share. Clear expectations, perfor-

stay than flee from the overall entity. But what’s

mance measurement, and progress discussion are all

behind this relationship? First, there is strong evi-

actionable elements that can influence perceptions

dence that employee engagement is highly correlated

of fairness. Experiments show people react emotion-

with organizational commitment (above .80, Le

ally to inequity, so much so that they will invest their

et al., 2007). Employee engagement, as we have

own money to punish free-riders (Fehr & Gachter, 

defined it here, measures local-level conditions that

2000). Equity is deeply woven within the concept of

are most easily acted upon by managers and their

pay, and its interpretation is connected to how we

teams. This suggests there is a build-up, over time, of

feel about the rest of our work environment. 

local-level experiences that highly influence the com-

mitment an employee has for the broader organiza-

Advancement

tion. As part of our Gallup meta-analysis of business

If you commute to work, you might ask yourself

unit-level engagement and turnover/retention, we

whether you prefer a long commute with continuous

calculated the meta-analytic correlation between

movement, or a shorter commute with many stops

overall satisfaction with one’s company and turnover

for traffic. Your answer likely tells you something

(r = .32) across work units. We found the engage-

about why it is so important for people to feel they

ment-turnover relationship explained 96 percent of

are continuously progressing, even while at work. 

the organizational satisfaction-turnover relationship. 

There is something about human nature that dislikes

This suggests almost all of the work attitude-

being stuck in one place. A wealth of research shows

employee turnover relationship can be understood

that challenging employees to meet goals, even diffi-

with a very short list of elements. It doesn’t eliminate

cult to meet goals, is both good for the employee and

other possible reasons for turnover, but it certainly

the company (Heath, Larrick, & Wu, 1999; Locke

helps us focus in on the part that is related to work

& Latham, 2002). In fact, neuroscientists are begin-

attitudes. 

ning to understand the mechanisms of the brain that

As we look more closely at the list of reasons for

create the drive to succeed (Urry, Nietschke, Dolski, 

staying with or leaving an organization, and we think

Jackson, Dalton, & Mueller, 2004). The parts of the

about what is within the local manager’s influence, it

brain that light up for people who are ‘‘interested,’’

becomes quickly apparent that nearly three-fourths

‘‘alert,’’ ‘‘enthusiastic,’’ and ‘‘inspired’’ are associated

of the voluntary reasons for staying in or leaving an

with the pursuit of long-term goals, despite setbacks, 

organization can be directly influenced by the

suggesting one explanation for the relationship

employee’s direct manager (setting clear expecta-

between learning and growing and staying versus

tions, making minor modifications to materials and

leaving. Gallup research shows particularly strong

equipment, removing barriers to getting work done, 

association between four engagement items and per-

making work challenging and interesting, providing

ceptions of learning and growing:

growth and development opportunities). Most of

these basics can be accomplished by first under-

Q05 My supervisor, or someone at work, seems

standing the individual. And while some of the pay

to care about me as a person. 

and benefits issues are indeed corporate issues, many

Q06 There is someone at work who encourages

of them can be solved through clear expectations and

my development. 

equitable treatment of coworkers, their performance

Q07 At work, my opinions seem to count. 

and reward. As highlighted earlier, pay is emotional, 

Q11 In the last six months, someone at work has

and perception of pay highly related to employee

talked to me about my progress. 

engagement (also see Wagner & Harter, 2006, 

Those who strongly agree to the above four items are

chapter 13, ‘‘The Problem of Pay’’). 

more than twice as likely to say they have opportu-

In addition to our retrospective polling studies of

nities at work to learn and grow, and 92 percent plan

employees who have departed from an organization

to be with their company one year from now. 

recently, we periodically conduct exit interviews of

employees who leave particular organizations. In one

Do People Leave Companies or Managers? 

organization, we recently found that disengaged

Research clearly demonstrates a negative correla-

former employees were six times as likely as engaged

tion, at the individual level, between organizational

former employees to cite their immediate supervisor
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as a reason for leaving. Disengaged employees were

people have historically been put into management

2.3 times as likely as engaged employees to cite pay

roles, and how people-management has been valued

or benefits as the primary reason for leaving. And

within organizations. The problem also stems from

while engaged former employees were not very likely

how we have historically valued (or not valued) non-

to return if they received a different manager, it was

management positions. Historically, managers have

almost impossible to convince a disengaged

earned their right to manage through promotion due

employee to return to the same manager. 

primarily to two factors: tenure within the company, 

and success in a prior, non-managerial job. Since

Conclusion: Two Problems

management is viewed as a senior position hierarchi-

There is a disappointing pattern in most organi-

cally, and often compensated as such, most

zations around the world. The most tenured

employees aspire to be a manager. Consequently, 

employees are the least engaged. On average, hon-

there are many successful salespeople, engineers, 

eymooners (in their first six months with a com-

analysts, and accountants (among many other non-

pany) are pretty highly engaged (more than double

manager roles) who end up with stewardship over

the number of engaged employees compared to dis-

the company’s ‘‘greatest assets.’’ Some become suc-

engaged employees). But the percentage who are

cessful managers, but many don’t. This is a strengths

engaged steadily drops and the percentage who are

distribution problem. Meta-analyses reveal you can

disengaged steadily increases until those with ten

improve the strengths distribution problem by

years or more of tenure are the least engaged of all, 

selecting the right managers in the first place

with almost as many disengaged employees as

(Schmidt & Hunter, 1998; Harter et al., 2004). 

engaged employees. And this is only indicative of

But even after being selected, managers (like the

those employees who chose to stay, not including

people they manage) vary considerably in their

the disengaged who departed earlier in their tenure. 

inherent talents. For those who are put into manager

What this tells us, very clearly, is that most orga-

roles, when individual talents aren’t recognized or

nizations are not getting the most out of the experi-

leveraged, strengths development is not optimized. 

ence they have obtained. It also tells us something

There is great opportunity to become more efficient

about the nature of progression within jobs, a pat-

at learning about and leveraging the talents of each

tern that may tell us something about why people

manager after they are selected (combining talents

leave. This suggests that organizations could be

with new knowledge and skills to develop strengths), 

doing a better job of leveraging human nature in

which can pay substantial dividends in gains in

the context of work. The most successful managers

employee engagement. Clifton and Harter (2003)

we have had a chance to study have told us they

found, in a two-year time frame, organizations using

achieve performance results because they first take

strengths identification and development interven-

care of the people they manage. The data certainly

tions saw more than two standard deviation units

support this notion. Performance and retention, 

growth in employee engagement, over double that of

oddly enough, appear to be by-products of good

a control group who used standard employee

people management and development. 

engagement interventions. 

The second problem was referred to earlier, but

Many organizations have solved the two pro-

needs more elaboration. Wide variation exists across

blems highlighted above. Their more tenured

manager-led teams in nearly any organization we

employees are among the most engaged, and they

study for the first time, with some teams at the

have shifted the engagement distribution to the

very top of our database, some teams at the very

right, doubling the number of highly engaged work

bottom of our database, and a lot of teams in the

units. And changes in the engagement of their orga-

middle (the typical bell shaped curve). This pattern

nizations related meaningfully to changes in

is ideal for researchers (because variance is informa-

employee retention, and for publicly traded organi-

tion), but it is high risk for organizations (because it

zations, changes in earnings per share compared to

means the culture is not constant, and thus less

competition (Gallup, 2006). They created change

predictable). While organizations may have reduced

by focusing on the right issues, using valid yet simple

the variation on operational elements, they have

measures, good local level education, and in many

often overlooked the human elements (Fleming & 

cases very systematic selection systems. Many of

Asplund, 2007). But why does so much variation

these organizations adopted a strengths-based

exist within companies, across manager-led teams? 

approach to managing people, and applied it

The reason may have something to do with how

consistently. 
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Creating change in organizations is highly depen-

• Organizations vary in the extent of

dent on creating tools and interventions that are based

longitudinal change in employee engagement. Why

in truths uncovered from massive studies. But change

do some improve dramatically, while others remain

is also dependent on bridging the gap between theory

stagnant, or even regress? We have highlighted, in

and application, and in doing so in a parsimonious

this chapter, the impact the manager can have on

way. The decision to stay or leave an organization is

change, but what happens at the organizational level

perhaps the most basic of all workplace outcomes. It is

that most efficiently transforms culture from self-

dichotomous. But amid all the reasons employees

preserving to performance-oriented and innovative? 

might give for staying or leaving, the one focal point

A combination of qualitative and quantitative

that touches almost all voluntary reasons is the man-

organizational-level research will help shed more

ager. The manager has the potential to influence each

light on this important area. 

employee in a unique way, from setting clear expecta-

• There has been great advance in understanding

tions, to making minor modifications to resources, to

the attitudinal elements that predict performance

fine-tuning jobs to cater to the idiosyncrasies of each

outcomes, such as financial performance, employee

person, to holding people accountable for quality

retention, customer ratings, and safety. Research is

work, to providing opportunities for growth. And

now emerging that will shed light on the relationship

that is where workplace culture starts. An employee

between attitudes at work and health. In addition to

of one manager we had a chance to study said this:

the impact on well-being, understanding the attitude-

‘‘he’s an inspiring person . . . he’s informal, he’s funny, 

physiology connection can help organizations

he makes you challenge yourself . . . he’s the one you

pinpoint areas where interventions may impact

want to work for.’’ Interestingly, this same manager

healthcare costs. 

was known for accelerating the careers of his people. It

might seem paradoxical, but managers who accelerate

Implications for Practice

the careers of their people also have the highest reten-

• Job interest and career progress are key

tion rates. Those who look out for the best interests of

variables in attracting and retaining employees. 

their employees also tend to build the best ‘‘brand’’ as

Systems that match people to jobs that fit their

a great manager and have little trouble finding and

inherent talents will have high return in keeping

keeping talented employees. Developing employees

employees. Programs that build strengths by

may involve helping employees progress to areas

integrating talent identification with knowledge

beyond the current organization. But even more

and skill development can have great potential

often, we see great managers progressing careers

impact on perceptions of career progress. 

within their employees’ current jobs and organiza-

• Organizations can build their ‘‘brand’’ for

tions, helping them see their future and the many

providing interesting jobs that progress careers

opportunities for growth that exist in a current area of

if they focus on practical methods of measuring

specialty. After reviewing data from many sources, it is

and

acting

on

employee

engagement. 

An

clear that there is a great deal of convergence in the

important expectation of job applicants, and the

reasons employees join and stay-in (as opposed to

centerpiece to improving employee engagement, 

leave) organizations. The managing of engagement, 

is great managing. Increasing the number of

including job interest, career progress, and pay, are all

great managers in an organization is a function

important elements, not just at one point in time, but

both of who is selected for managerial positions, 

throughout the entire employee life cycle. 

what they are expected to do, and how they are

developed. 

Efficient

and

performance-related

engagement measures can be used to set the

Directions for Research

•

right human capital expectations for managers, 

While we have shed some light on what people

and enable them to increase their chances of

are looking for in a job, more needs to be known

engaging, 

developing, 

and

keeping

their

about how this can be leveraged to help

workforce. 

organizations attract the right people for particular

jobs, and then follow through on the expectations

that are set. Given the drop in engagement beyond
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11 Work as Meaning: Individual and

Organizational Benefits of Engaging in

Meaningful Work

Michael F. Steger and Bryan J. Dik

Abstract

We review the literature on work as meaning and propose a theoretical model of factors that support engagement in meaningful work. We argue that meaningful work arises when people have a clear sense of self, an accurate understanding of the nature and expectations of their work environment, and understand how to transact with their organizations to accomplish their work objectives. We argue that this comprehension of the self in work provides the foundation for people to develop a sense of purpose and mission about their work that both motivates their engagement and performance and helps them transcend their own immediate interests to achieve concern for their contributions to their organization and the greater good. We describe potential and documented benefits of meaningful work to individuals and organizations and provide some suggestions for practical applications and future research. 

Keywords: meaningful work, calling, work purpose, mission, leadership

For much of human history, work has defined the

powerful role in how people understand their lives, 

environment in which people developed. People’s

the world around them, and the unique niche they

time was consumed with assuring safety, finding

fulfill. 

and acquiring food and water, maintaining effective

In the 19th century, the forces of industrializa-

shelter, negotiating contact with rival or confederate

tion and urbanization converged to change econo-

groups, safeguarding children, and ensuring personal

mies in many Western countries from being

protection. All of these tasks once constituted the

primarily agricultural to increasingly manufac-

constant, daily activities of survival. Now they con-

turing-based. Encouraging this shift were dramatic

stitute the bedrock activities of the world of work. 

improvements in technology and production

As humans established more stable societies, and as

methods, resulting in machines that performed spe-

innovations in energy production and technology

cific functions, requiring more highly skilled workers

required increasingly specialized tasks to be per-

to operate, maintain, and repair them. Employers

formed, individuals developed their own niches. 

began to hire workers to perform circumscribed

Increasingly, that which people did for work came

clusters of tasks, ultimately leading to the division

to define them. For example, the Millers milled, the

of labor into specific occupations (e.g., administra-

Coopers made barrels, and the Bakers and Butchers

tion, research, sales, accounting; Savickas & Baker, 

fed them. One’s occupation became who one was, 

2005). Undeniably, the world of work has only

and working was closely linked to identity. At a deep

continued to grow more complex and specialized, 

level the reasons, means, activities, and products of

with many of our emerging professions orienting

working have largely created who we are because, 

around abstract products and services far removed

historically, working—doing the tasks needed by

from the historical tasks of our species (e.g., nano-

our social groups—was how we survived as a species. 

technology, mobile entertainment and business

We should anticipate, therefore, that work plays a

applications; see Sˇverko & Vizek-Vidovic´, 1995). 
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The tangible products of work have thus been

instrument of direct or indirect social service

removed from the work itself for many occupations. 

(Hardy, 1990; Schuurman, 2004). This idea, 

Educational requirements for many occupations

further developed by the Puritans in 17th-century

have increased with the sophistication and speciali-

England and America, persists to the present day in

zation of the products and services offered. 

many respects. Modern scholars typically assume

Additionally, the level of technological proficiency

that humans live in societies bound by common

required for traditional labor and technical jobs has

needs and mutual service, and that work role activ-

grown enormously. Drafters need software savvy, 

ities therefore have direct or indirect social implica-

surveyors manage complex electronics, and the

tions that vary in magnitude (Blustein, 2006; Dik & 

most frightening thing to hear from an auto

Duffy, 2009; Hardy, 1990). 

mechanic is that your Central Processing Unit has

The term ‘‘vocation’’ now is commonly used to

broken down. Yet, people may desire work that

refer to the contribution of work to people’s

resonates with their identities as much as ever

meaning and purpose in life, as well as the impor-

(Hall & Chandler, 2005; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; 

tance of making a valuable contribution to the

Wrzesniewski, 2003). In recent years, more atten-

greater good of one’s broad social groups (Hall & 

tion has been given to identifying the causes and

Chandler, 2005; Dik & Duffy, 2009). The term

facilitators of success, mastery, and achievement, 

‘‘calling’’ means these things as well, and includes

with enormous implications for the world of work. 

the idea that people have been summoned to mean-

One of the most exciting new areas of inquiry

ingful, socially valued work by a transcendent call, 

focuses on understanding what happens when

whether that be God, the needs of society, or a sense

people approach their work as a source of valued

of spiritual connection with a type of work. The

meaning in their lives, or as an avenue through

common core of these concepts thus includes both

which they tangibly demonstrate the meaning and

the sense that one’s work is meaningful and purpo-

purpose they experience in life. 

seful and that it serves a need beyond one’s self and

one’s immediate concerns. Although people derive a

Work as Meaning—Historical and

variety of specific meanings from their work (Colby, 

Conceptual Context

Sippola, & Phelps, 2001), we are primarily con-

The earliest accounts of the meaning of work

cerned with understanding the processes that lead

reach back to religious teachings about the purpose

to people’s general sense that their work matters, 

of human existence. This heritage provides a rich

makes sense, is significant, and is worth engaging

theoretical grounding for understanding the charac-

in at a deep, personal level. 

teristics of meaningful work. The word ‘‘vocation’’

These concepts of vocation and calling increas-

reflects this religious heritage, coming from the Latin

ingly have been viewed as important qualities of

word vocare, ‘‘to call.’’ For most of Western religious

people’s work experiences, regardless of their reli-

history, vocation referred to the belief that people

gious heritage (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; Bellah, 

were called by God to engage in religious vocation. 

Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; 

This perspective maintained a hierarchical separa-

Hall & Chandler, 2005). Meaningful work that

tion between the idealized, sacred work of monastic

benefits local and global communities is not solely

life and the more base, secular work of the common

a religious concern. Dik and Duffy (2009) identified

people. However, Augustine, Aquinas, and Benedict

three components of calling: meaningfulness, social

discussed ‘‘good work’’ in various occupations, and

value, and transcendent summons. Of these three, 

the Protestant Reformers embraced the idea that

meaningfulness may be the most generalizable; most

people could be called to any line of work, as long

people in most occupations might feel their work is

as it served a greater purpose and a greater good (see

meaningful from time to time. 

Barendsen & Gardner, Chapter 24, this volume, for

In this chapter, we argue that meaningful work is

a modern perspective on ‘‘good work’’). Luther, for

relevant to a great many people, and may provide

example, viewed work as a specific call to love one’s

richer, more satisfying, and more productive

neighbor through the duties that accompany their

employment for people who attain meaning in

social place or ‘‘station.’’ Calvin affirmed the view

their work—whether through their own devices or

that all legitimate areas of work possessed inherent

through exposure to meaning-generating leadership

dignity to the extent that they contributed to the

and participation in meaning-enhancing organiza-

common good, and argued that a person’s station

tional strategies. Despite the intuitive appeal of the

had to be judged according its capacities as an

claim that viewing work as a meaningful and socially
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valuable part of one’s life, there is a need for con-

doing their specific work. In their model, relating to

tinued effort in developing a theory of work as

others or to the organization in the workplace

meaning. In particular, there are few articulations

contributes to meaningfulness at work, whereas

of what specifically makes work meaningful and

developing a sense of identity inclusive of the

what consequences might follow from engagement

work-related tasks and roles people prefer to fulfill

in meaningful work. In the remainder of this section, 

contributes to meaningfulness in work. Fully mean-

we offer a theoretical model in the hopes that it

ingful work includes both components and rests on

might help researchers and practitioners to antici-

satisfying relationships within the workplace and a

pate and to test empirically the factors that should

clearly understood sense of identity. In our model, 

enable work to be meaningful and the outcomes that

meaningfulness at work requires one to understand

should follow from such an approach to working. 

one’s fit within an organization, whereas meaning-

To understand meaning in work, it may be useful

fulness in work requires adequate self-under-

to have a thorough understanding of the broader

standing. There is agreement with regard to both

issue of meaning in life, a topic which has attracted

of these core features: relationships and identity. For

notable theoretical attention (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; 

example, it has been argued that meaning-making

Frankl, 1963; Ryff & Singer, 1998; Wong & Fry, 

occurs in the social contexts that exist at work

1998; Yalom, 1980). Meaning in life refers to peo-

(Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005; 

ple’s perceptions that their lives matter, that they

Wrzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003). Others

make sense, and that they unfold in accordance

have argued that one’s sense of identity contributes

with some over-arching purpose (Steger, Frazier, 

strongly to meaning across diverse, important con-

Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; Steger, in press). It may or

texts, including work (Ashforth, 2001; Pratt, 2000; 

may not be necessary for someone to believe that

Steger et al., 2006). Wrzesniewski’s model of

‘‘life, the universe, and everything’’ have meaning in

meaning in work stresses the role of people’s percep-

order for that person to feel his or her life has indivi-

tions of their work—the kind of job people do

dual, personal meaning. That is, one does not have to

matters less than does their perspective regarding

believe there’s a Meaning of Life to believe that there

the work they do in that job (or their relationship

is meaning in one’s life. Meaning consists of two

to their work as a job, career, or calling; 

primary components: comprehension and purpose

Wrzesniewski, 2003; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003; 

(King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Reker, 

Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). 

2000; Steger, in press; Steger, 2009). 

These models make it clear that social factors, 

identity factors, and social cognitive factors, such as

Comprehension

people’s appraisals of their investments, relation-

Comprehension refers to people’s ability to make

ships, status, role, and value at work, impact its

sense of their experience. Principally, this appears

meaning to them (see Hall & Chandler, 2005, for

likely to encompass people’s ability to understand

a discussion of subjective success in careers). 

who they are, how the world works, and how they fit

We would further argue that understanding the

in with and relate to the life around them (Heine, 

nature and functioning of the larger organization of

Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Steger, in press). In the

which a worker is part, and the organization’s role or

context of work, this model resembles person-

influence in the larger society, would round out and

environment fit theories that predicate work satisfac-

deepen that worker’s comprehension of her or his

tion in terms of how well a worker’s abilities, 

work life, leading to a more meaningful work experi-

interests, and needs match the requirements and

ence. These elements of comprehension (self, 

reinforcers of an organization (e.g., Dawis & 

organization, society, fit) are important to people’s

Lofquist, 1984; Holland, 1959; Parsons, 1909) or

coping

with

adversity, 

efforts

to

navigate

meet particular needs in society (e.g., Muirhead, 

through the world around them, establish and culti-

2004). Previous reviews of meaningful work help

vate close relationships, and develop the second

articulate the important features of comprehension

component of meaning—purpose. 

as one wellspring of meaning. Pratt and Ashforth

(2003) emphasized the importance of meaningful-

Purpose

ness at work and meaningfulness in work. The former

Purpose refers to people’s identification of, and

refers to the relational needs people often meet

intention to pursue, particular highly valued, over-

through their workplaces, and the latter refers to

arching life goals (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003; 

the sense of meaning and purpose people get from

Reker, 2000; Steger, in press-a). Purposes have
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similarities to other types of goals. Goals are motiva-When, however, the residents begin to suffer and

tional constructs, with specific aims marked by a

the malpractice litigation begins to pile up, it would

desire to obtain particular objects, states, abilities, 

become apparent that the means of addressing the

relationships, or pieces of information (e.g., Elliot, 

staff retention goal are out of harmony with the

2006). Goals generally have a relatively brief time

broader purpose of providing high-quality health-

frame. For example, someone might have a specific

care. This (hopefully!) facetious example illustrates

goal to achieve production or sales targets over a

how disharmony can disable an organization’s effec-

fiscal quarter. Purposes must have a longer time

tiveness in attaining its purpose. If the same organi-

frame. They must unite action over several discrete

zation focused on creating a family atmosphere for

periods in the service of a longer-term mission. 

both residents and staff, helping residents and staff

In doing so, purposes provide structure for people’s

feel more involved through social activities, pro-

activities, linking them together via the thematic

moting initiatives to reduce strain between work

elements provided by the purpose. 

and family life for staff, and emphasizing a feeling

The importance of purpose is rooted in the idea

of pride in professionally administering patient med-


that purpose provides people with a bridge from

ication and maintaining orderly medical facilities, we

where they are now to the achievement of their

might expect that the work would become some-

future aspirations and accomplishments (see also

thing more than just changing bedpans, distributing

Cantor & Sanderson, 1999; Emmons, 2003). 

pills, and cleaning up messes. The work would

To illustrate the idea of purpose, consider the resi-

become purposeful, helping every employee feel a

dential healthcare industry, within which employees

sense of contribution toward the greater purpose—

of an organization may collectively pursue several

providing high-quality residential healthcare. 

purposes. For the sake of argument, let us assume

that the primary purpose of organizations in this

Working for the Greater Good

industry is to provide high-quality, humane, and

Working toward a purpose in this manner likely

home-like health and personal care to people who

helps feed people’s self-understanding, their under-

are no longer able to care for themselves. In order to

standing of their organization, and how they fit

achieve this purpose it is necessary to set, monitor, 

within that organization to bring about the change

and ideally achieve several subsidiary goals. For

they value. That is, the most effective purposes

example, prescription drugs must be tightly man-

should grow from effectively realized comprehen-

aged, structured social activities may be offered, 

sion, and achieving overarching purposes feeds

medical facilities must be easily and quickly accessed, 

back into comprehension, setting the stage for the

staff must be trained, and—in the face of low wages

attainment of the next, great purpose. 

and demanding work—nurse’s aides and other

Providing people with a clear understanding of

‘‘front-line’’ staff must be retained. Surely few orga-

their unique role in fulfilling the purpose of their

nizations would proclaim that their purpose and

organization automatically connects them with the

mission is to retain staff, but effective organizations

interests of something greater than themselves. 

will recognize that this is an important step along the

Similarly, people with a clear sense of their role in

way to their ultimate purpose. The overarching pur-

helping meet a salient set of social needs will be

pose of providing high-quality care links the other

inclined to view their organization as an instrument

subsidiary activities and goals. 

through which their work activity addresses those

Our model suggests that the more harmoniously

needs (e.g., Colby et al., 2001; Grant, 2007). 

aligned the subsidiary activities and goals are with

Allport (1961) discussed the mature personality; 

the overall purpose, the more effective they are likely

one which continually grows to encompass more

to be. For instance, it is possible that staff could be

and more people into its identity. According to

retained by reducing demands on them. Perhaps

Allport, as people develop, they begin to develop

requiring less training, reducing the paperwork and

intimacy and attachment with others, bringing

procedures surrounding prescription drug manage-

others inside their world to the extent that they

ment, diminishing the number of social events

create a shared experience and shared identity with

offered, and easing the emphasis on having well-

others (e.g., Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). 

ordered and easily accessible medical facilities could

The importance of others’ identity has long been

reduce the demands of the job to the extent that the

recognized (Cooley, 1902), and close, positive rela-

wages seem more than commensurate to the work

tionships with others may constitute a fundamental

required. 

human need (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
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Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryff & Singer, 1998). Allport’s Comprehension, Purpose, and

contention was that as people continue to mature, 

Organizational Connection

they will begin to incorporate ever-expanding, and

Our theoretical model proposes that comprehen-

increasingly more abstract, circles of others into their

sion provides the foundation for purpose, that suc-

personal identities. Thus, as people mature, they

cessfully pursuing purpose deepens comprehension, 

begin to fold the concerns of their neighborhood, 

and that together, comprehension and purpose pro-

children’s schools, alma mater, city, state, and nation

vide people with a sense that their work is a source

into their sense of self. 

and expression of meaning in their lives (see

It is easy to call such people to mind: people

Figure 11.1). Additionally, we would argue that

dedicated to their neighborhood watch or Parent-

there are two primary mechanisms through which

Teacher Organizations, wearing their university

purpose connects people’s attitudes toward their

colors on game day, volunteering for city clean-

organization with their attitudes toward their

up events, or becoming politically involved on a

broader social context. 

state or national level. It is similarly easy to think

First, we contend that as people deepen their

of people who seem dedicated to all human life, 

understanding of who they are as workers, what

serving in organizations such as Doctors Without

their organization is about, and how they uniquely

Borders, the Peace Corps, or missionary organiza-

fit within and contribute to their organization, they

tions. Others seem to identify strongly with life, 

will develop a sense of comprehension about them-

seeking to preserve people, species, and ecosystems

selves as workers that will generate a purpose for

around the world. Whether one accepts the idea

their work. As they work toward a purpose in their

that such people have developed more mature

work—whether self-generated or fostered by clear

personalities or not, it is an attractive notion to

leadership from their organization—they will feel a

conceive of people drawing themselves out into

sense of transcendence that encourages their identi-

the world to merge their concerns with those of

fication with their organization and its mission (see

more and more people. This process, known as

also Haslam, Powell, & Turner, 2000). Thus, orga-

self-transcendence, is thought to deepen feelings

nizational purpose would seem to drive transcen-

of meaning in life (e.g., Reker, 2000). 

dence. We believe that Allport’s ideas have merit, 

Work

Serving

As

Greater

Meaning

Good

 Success

Work

Work

Comprehension

Purpose

Understanding

Understanding

Understanding

Personal

Organizational

Fit within

Leadership

Self

Organization

Purpose

Purpose

Organization

Figure 11.1 A model of work as meaning. Understanding one’s self, one’s organization, and how one fits within an organization gives rise to comprehension in work, which in turn drives a desire to pursue one or more self-congruent purposes in work. Work purpose comprises the specific purposes ascribed to by individuals and their organizations and is fostered through effective organizational leadership. 

Successfully achieving work purpose provides additional information about self, work, and fit, further deepening work comprehension. 

Together, work comprehension and work purpose lead people to view their work as an important source and expression of meaning. Work as meaning helps people transcend their own interests and work toward the greater good, and self-transcendence helps people find and pursue work as meaning.. 
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and that as people are drawn out into their organiza-

unnecessary tasks at which they are poor because

tion, they are more likely to be drawn out into their

workers understand their strengths and what the

broader social contexts, increasing the chances that

organization needs. Because of these characteristics

they will develop the desire to have their work serve

of engagement in meaningful work, people engaged

the greater social good. 

in meaningful work should report greater well-being

Second, employees driven by a sense of self-trans-

and satisfaction with work, and lesser psychological

cendence (i.e., who are working to address salient

distress and work-family conflict (see also Baltes, 

social needs) will desire to use their organization as a

Clark, & Chakrabarti, Chapter 16, this volume). 

source of support and a facilitator of that work. 

These hypotheses outstrip the existing empirical

Successfully working toward a greater social good

research on meaningful work. Although extensive

will deepen comprehension about self, organization, 

research has demonstrated that people with a

and organizational fit, and thus transcendence

strong sense of meaning and purpose in life experi-

would seem to deepen both comprehension and

ence greater happiness and fewer psychological pro-

sense of purpose. Similarly, transcendence also will

blems (Chamberlain & Zika, 1988; Ryff & Singer, 

drive employee commitment to an organization’s

1998; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; Steger, 

purpose. Organizations, therefore, can encourage

Kashdan, Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008; Steger, 

employees who are not initially inclined toward

Kawabata, Shimai, & Otake, 2008), there is less

considering interests beyond their own to develop

research to support the benefits of meaningful

increasing levels of transcendence, and also to encou-

work. People who feel their lives are full of meaning

rage employees already attuned to transcendence to

report less harmful workaholism, less work-life con-

commit to the organization’s purpose. Thus, 

flict, and better work adjustment (Bonebright, 

viewing work as meaning is expected to benefit

Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000), and college students

both employees who hold such views and the orga-

high in meaning in life express greater certainty

nizations they work for. In the next section, we

regarding their future occupation (Tryon & 

explore the individual and organizational benefits

Razdin, 1972). People also identify work as one

that work as meaning should provide and weigh

important, and in some cases the most important, 

the empirical support for such benefits. 

source of meaning in their lives (Baum & Stewart, 

1990; Klinger, 1977). 

Individual Benefits

Although there are indications that people

Theoretically, meaningful work is believed to

engaged in meaningful work report greater well-

improve

work

motivation

and

performance

being (Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, & 

(Roberson, 1990). According to our model, mean-

McKee, 2007), most research has studied the issue

ingful work emerges from the pursuit of important

indirectly, through variables such as work salience or

purposes in the context of understanding one’s self, 

importance

(Harpaz

& 

Fu, 

2002; 

MOW

one’s organization, and how one fits within the

International Research Team, 1987) and work

purpose and operations of one’s organization. 

values (Nord, Brief, Atieh, & Doherty, 1990), and

If people understand their strengths and limitations, 

the loss of work (Gill, 1999) or the experience of

they should have a better understanding of the type

work alienation (Brief & Nord, 1990). Working

of work at which they will be most effective, as well

adults who approach work as a calling report greater

as a clearer sense of self-efficacy for the tasks required

work satisfaction and report spending more time

to make appropriate and satisfying career choices. 

working, regardless of whether that work is paid for

If people understand their organizations, they

or not (e.g., Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & 

should have more effective understanding of the

Schwartz, 1997). A sense of calling also is associated

procedures, culture, and purpose of their organiza-

with more faith in management and better work

tions. If people understand how they fit with and

team functioning (Wrzesniewski, 2003). Among

relate to their organization, they should be better

college students still preparing for their profession, 

socialized and better at working on teams, as well as

a sense of calling is associated with higher career

to feel more identified with, and more committed to, 

decision self-efficacy, more intrinsic motivations to

their organization. Together these sources of com-

work (Duffy & Sedlacek, 2007), and greater

prehension would predict more accurate and effi-

meaning in life (Dik, Sargent, & Steger, 2008). 

cient worker functioning. That is, more of workers’

Our emerging research supports the idea that

efforts at work should be spent engaged in necessary

among college students, approaching one’s work as

tasks at which they excel and less should be spent on

a calling leads to increased feelings of meaning in
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one’s life as a whole, as well as greater certainty

motivation, effort, time spent at work and on task, 

about, and intrinsic motivation to pursue, one’s

greater efficiency, and greater overall performance. 

career choice (Steger & Dik, in press). These results

People who are engaged in meaningful work should

suggest that one highly plausible benefit of finding

also feel a sense of self-transcendence, applying their

meaningful work is finding an enhanced sense of the

skills and effort in the service of the greater organiza-

meaningfulness of one’s life. Further, having a sense

tional, and perhaps societal, interests. 

of calling toward one’s work is related to more

We would predict that the benefits to organiza-

desirable work attitudes and greater personal well-

tions theoretically derived from work meaning at the

being. 

individual level (e.g., greater organizational commit-

Overall, meaningful work appears to be asso-

ment, socialization, efficiency, greater time spent at

ciated with some desirable individual benefits. The

work, and more effective teamwork) would translate

most common results are that people who are

to organizational benefits at the organizational level, 

engaged in, or anticipate engaging in, meaningful

such as increased morale, lower turnover, greater

work report more desirable work attitudes: greater

productivity, increased organizational citizenship

certainty and self-efficacy about career decisions, 

behavior, and higher performance. Existing research, 

intrinsic motivation to work, feeling greater work

however, is limited to studies indicating greater work

satisfaction, and greater meaning in life as a whole. 

and organizational commitment, greater time spent

There is, however, distance between what our

at work among those who approach work as a calling

model predicts as benefits of meaningful work and

(e.g., Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), greater faith in

what the literature thus far actually supports, parti-

management, and better teamwork (Wrzesniewski, 

cularly regarding how people work (efficiency, accu-

2003). Obtaining performance data on employees

racy, etc.). Furthermore, most extant research related

has been challenging (see Wrzesniewski, 2003), 

to our model is correlational and thus cannot assess

hampering

development

of

accurate

models

causality. Regardless of whether meaningful work

regarding benefits to organizations of hiring people

provides these benefits to individual workers, some

inspired by their orientation to work as meaning, 

proportion of people appear to believe that work

and cultivating a sense of work as meaning among its

should provide meaning (Sˇverko & Vizek-Vidovic´, 

employees. Therefore, in this section, we wish to

1995), and many people avow that finding meaning

articulate some testable hypotheses derived from

in one’s work is as important as level of pay and job

our model of work as meaning. 

security (O’Brien, 1992). Thus, there is a strong

need to invest in future research that will provide

Meaning and Leadership

answers to these questions. 

Leadership abilities benefit both individuals and

organizations. When individuals develop the ability

Organizational Benefits

to lead, they achieve more, attain their desired goals, 

Most of the research on meaningful work has

advance faster, and get more out of their work. 

focused on individual benefits, with less attention

Leaders set the goals and set the tone—to be a

paid to organizational benefits. Many of the benefits

leader is to inspire others to join in bringing forth

predicted by our model hold implications for how

your vision. Although it is rewarding to work collec-

organizations benefit by employing people who view

tively toward a goal, that work is enriched, persona-

work as meaningful or who foster a sense of mean-

lized, and endowed with special significance when it

ingful work through their leadership and managerial

is directed toward a vision one had the opportunity

policies. These benefits could emerge at the indivi-

to help cultivate. If meaning in life emerges from the

dual level and at the organizational level. 

synergy between having a positive and effective

Workers who feel a strong sense of personal and

understanding of one’s self and one’s world, and

organizational purpose should possess greater work

developing purposes and missions out of those

motivation, employ more effort, spend more time

understandings, then work meaning comes from

working, demonstrate greater investment in moti-

understanding who one is and how one works

vating and mentoring others, and serve as good

within a particular organization, coupled with a

ambassadors for their organization. They should

sense of mission and purpose regarding what one

also perceive unity among the subsidiary and short-

can accomplish within that organization. People

term goals they set and are asked to pursue, 

who have a sense of work as meaning should there-

which should promote greater efficiency and perfor-

fore be more likely to also have a clear and accurate

mance. Purpose, therefore, should predict greater

mission in their work. Such vision is fundamental to
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leadership. Thus, engagement in meaningful work

rewards to group and organizational performance as

should be a strong potential asset for leaders (see

well as individual performance; (6) openly commu-

Shamir, 1991; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993), 

nicating and sharing information broadly with

complementing and augmenting other characteris-

employees within an organization (Pfeffer, 2003). 

tics of great leadership (e.g., authenticity, Goffee & 

These practices have been observed in numerous

Jones, 2006; judgment, Tichy & Bennis, 2007). 

industries, 

for

example, 

from

automotives

People who have a well-comprehended mission

(MacDuffie, 1995) and apparel (Bailey, 1993) to

that they want to achieve with an organization are

semiconductor fabrication (Sattler & Sohoni, 

simply one step short of being great leaders. That

1999) and telephone call centers (Batt, 1999), as

step concerns the ability to inspire others to commit

well as in numerous countries, including the

to that mission. Goffee and Jones (2006) make the

United States but also Korea (Lee & Miller, 1999), 

point that leadership is executed through relation-

Japan (Ichnieowski & Shaw, 1999), and the UK

ships. Effective leaders must form relationships with

(Wood & de Menezes, 1998). 

others, convey the importance of their mission to

Of course, management practices themselves are

others, and demonstrate close links between their

likely not sufficient. Pfeffer (2003) cautions that

mission, the organization, and the followers. 

regardless of the actual management practices imple-

A leader who cannot do these things had better

mented, if they ‘‘are premised on nonemployee-cen-

hope that he or she can accomplish their mission

tered beliefs, people will see through that, and the

alone. A leader who draws upon a clear under-

company may not benefit from implementing the

standing of his or her needs and strengths and an

management techniques’’ (p. 30). For this reason, 

organization’s needs and strengths will be better able

organizations that foster transcendence by clearly

to discern where an organization needs to go, and

communicating how employee activity and organi-

what needs to be done to get there. In other words, a

zational purpose connects to a greater social good, 

leader who draws on a sense of work as meaning will

that create an environment that promotes psycholo-

be able to generate prudent and needed purposes for

gical safety and well-being, and that implement their

his or her organization. Communicating a clear

policies with integrity (such that words and deeds

vision and ways to implement that vision, through, 

align; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003) can be expected to see

for example transformational leadership, is positively

a greater number of employees ‘‘buying in’’ to their

related to employee performance, well-being, and

vision. When this happens, positive results can be

meaning derived from work (Arnold et al., 2007; 

expected to follow for each of the employee, organi-

Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996; Piccolo & Colquit, 

zation, and the broader society. All of these practices

2006). At the same time, such leaders will likely

imply substantial investment in, and payoff from, 

enjoy setting the tone for their career and for their

effective leadership. 

organization’s success. 

Our review of the literature on the meaning

people derive from their work holds a number of

Fostering Work as Meaning

implications that are relevant to consultants, human

Research has not yet illuminated the precursors of

resource professionals, organizational leaders, and

experiencing work meaning. However, given that

counselors. The suggestions we make below focus

work meaning is expected to enhance employee

on perspectives and discussions that we feel would be

commitment and performance, a starting point for

useful in working with employees toward greater

research is to test the possibility that managerial

career fulfilment. Although recommendations of

practices that demonstrably increase commitment

empirically supported and tested interventions are

and performance also create an environment in

precluded, given the nascent state of the research in

which employees experience enhanced meaningful-

this area, we nonetheless believe that a sufficient

ness. Such practices include: (1) enhancing employ-

theoretical and empirical base has accumulated to

ment security via mutual commitment between

suggest initial practice guidelines. We are hopeful

organization and employee; (2) recruiting and

that the vigor of research in this area will soon extend

selecting employees on the basis of fit to the organi-

to experimental tests of such interventions. 

zation as well as abilities and experience; (3) investing

in training employees and assisting their skill devel-

Conclusion

opment; (4) delegating responsibility for decisions to

There is an increasing appreciation for the role

employees, often in self-managed teams; (5) imple-

work plays in people’s psychological health

menting a reward structure that connects employee

(e.g., Blustein, 2008). A positive psychological
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perspective urges us to investigate rigorously how to

existing employees. This will require long-term

achieve the best possible work outcomes for indivi-

relationships with organizations that can convey

duals and organizations, both on a daily basis and in

the importance of such research to their employees

terms of long-term, sustainable functioning. We

and encourage their cooperation, especially around

would argue few other avenues offer as much pro-

releasing performance data. 

mise for accomplishing this ambition than work as

• Finally, we need to better understand how

meaning. At the same time, empirical support lags

practitioners can engender an orientation toward

behind the claims thus far made in the field about

work as meaning among their clientele. This will

work as meaning. This is particularly true in the case

require adopting ‘‘randomized trial’’ methods from

of how people who view their work as meaning

clinical disciplines and applying them to identifying

contribute to the overall performance and health of

what works and what does not work in helping

their organization. Thus, in keeping with this per-

clients see the possibilities for meaning in their work. 

spective, we call for intensified empirical inquiry into

the assumptions made regarding work as meaning. 

Implications for Practice

Toward this end, we began developing and vali-

• Viewing work as meaning should be seen by

dating a multi-dimensional measure of the facets of

practitioners as a sign of healthy work engagement, 

meaningful work we have discussed in this chapter

and practitioners are encouraged to assess to what

(Steger & Dik, 2008). It is our hope that the theo-

degree their clients and employees hold such views. 

retical models we have developed will provide some

Clients and employees should be encouraged to

reasonable starting places and testable hypotheses for

consider how they view their work, and whether a

further research on work as meaning. 

work-as-meaning approach is appealing. If so, the

three basic dimensions of work as meaning should be

Directions for Research

discussed: what is the nature of the client’s self-

• We need to better understand who is most

understanding; the client’s understanding of her or

likely to experience meaningful work. Research so

his organization or field of work; and the client’s

far has uncovered some important correlates of work

understanding of her or his unique niche within her

as meaning attitudes, but more is needed about the

or his organization, field of work, or broader society? 

basic personality, cognitive, and interpersonal styles

Using these three dimensions as springboards to

of people who approach work as meaning. For

further inquiry and intervention ideally would

example, to what extent is viewing work as

enable practitioners to help their clients and

meaning a stable trait that varies little over time

employees to find meaningful work. 

and across situations, as opposed to a malleable

• Some employees may report that their

values-based characteristic that is amenable to

organization or field is incongruent with their

change efforts? Likewise, we need to know more

desire to engage in meaningful work. Clients and

about the types of organizations that tend to either

employees are unlikely to function at their best

attract, or cultivate, people with work as meaning

under such circumstances, and organizations are

attitudes. This will require large-scale studies of

unlikely to get the most out of such employees. 

many different types of people employed at many

Such clients and employees may work to improve

different types of organizations. 

their level of congruence by initiating change in their

• We need to better understand where

work environment, but if such efforts are

meaningful work comes from. Is it more likely

unsuccessful, turnover and attrition from such

among seasoned employees or among new ones? Is

employees will likely result. People prosper when

it more likely after someone has transitioned to a job

they are engaged in meaningful work and

with new challenges or after someone has mastered

organizations prosper when their employees are

his or her current position? Do certain leadership

similarly engaged. Clients and employees should be

styles foster meaning among followers? This will

encouraged to learn about the world of work and

require longitudinal work following people through

identify industries and organizations in which they

important transitions in their careers, including the

can find meaningful work. 

transition from college to work. 

• Organizations are encouraged to use employee

• We need to better understand the

work meaning as a possible selection variable in the

organizational benefits of attracting and retaining

hiring process. Assuming desirable levels of

employees who approach work as meaning, or of

expertise, skills, and experiences are met, potential

cultivating a sense of work as meaning among

hires who are able to articulate clear connections
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between their unique characteristics (e.g., abilities, Batt, R. (1999). Work organization, technology, and performance

interests, values, personality) with the mission of the

in customer service and sales. Industrial and Labor Relations

organization in addressing particular needs in society

Review, 52, 539–564. 

Baum, S. K., & Stewart, R. B. (1990). Sources of meaning

are likely to demonstrate meaningful work

through the lifespan. Psychological Reports, 67, 3–14. 

engagement

and

promote

and

model

the

Baumeister, R. F. (1991). Meanings of life. New York: Guilford. 

organization’s purpose to other employees. They

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong:

are, in short, likely to be model employees. 

Desire for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human

•

motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117, 497–529. 

Organizations also are encouraged to engage in

Bellah, R. N., Madsen, R., Sullivan, W. M., Swidler, A., & 

practices that ‘‘foster transcendence,’’ to borrow

Tipton, S. M. (1985). Habits of the heart: Individualism and

from Pratt and Ashforth (2003). That is, 

commitment in American life. New York: Harper & Row. 

organizations

that clearly communicate how

Blustein, D. L. (2006). The psychology of working: A new perspective

employee activity and organizational purpose

for career development, counseling, and public policy. Mahwah, 

contribute to a greater good, that create an

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Blustein, D. L. (2008). The role of work in psychological health

environment supportive of psychological safety and

and well-being: A conceptual, historical, and public policy

well-being, and that implement practices using

perspective. American Psychologist, 63, 228–240. 

integrity (such that word aligns with deed) are

Bonebright, C. A., Clay, D. L., & Ankenmann, R. D. (2000). 

likely to recruit and develop employees that engage

The relationship of workaholism with work-life conflict, life

in meaningful work. 

satisfaction, and purpose in life. Journal of Counseling

•

Psychology, 47, 469–477. 

Finally, there is an overwhelming theoretical

Brief, A. P., & Nord, W. R. (1990). Meanings of occupational

emphasis on the idea that one’s work should be

work: A collection of essays. Lexington: Lexington Books. 

socially valued and contribute to the greater

Cantor, N., & Sanderson, C. A. (1999). Life task participation

good. In all of this discussion of a person’s fit and

and well-being: The importance of taking part in daily life. In

goals, and whether an organization can offer a

D. Kahneman, E. Diener, & N. Schwartz (Eds.), Well-being:

The foundations of hedonic psychology (pp. 230–243). New

worker the right conditions to flourish and whether

York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

it can get the most out of its employees, it can

Chamberlain, K., & Zika, S. (1988). Religiosity, life meaning and

be tempting to succumb to a self-indulgent

wellbeing: Some relationships in a sample of women. Journal

perspective. We strongly caution practitioners to

for the Scientific Study of Religion, 27, 411–420. 

guard against promoting a selfish or self-indulgent

Colby, A., Sippola, L., & Phelps, E. (2001). Social responsibility

and paid work in contemporary American life. In A. S. Rossi

focus on ‘‘what’s in it for me.’’ Work probably only

(Ed.), Caring and doing for others: Social responsibility in the

becomes truly meaningful when it has an impact and

domains of family, work, and community. Chicago: University

significance. Simply adding digits to one’s bank

of Chicago Press. 

account will not bring meaning. Knowing that

Cooley, C. H. (1902). Human nature and the social order. New

one’s vision and efforts improve life for one’s

York: Scribner’s Sons. 

Damon, W., Menon, J., & Bronk, K. C. (2003). The develop-

coworkers and community, and even the wider

ment of purpose during adolescence. Applied Developmental

world, provides the tonic of self-transcendence and

Science, 7, 119–128. 

perspective. Clients and employees should be

Dawis, R. V., & Lofquist, L. (1984). A psychological theory of work encouraged to think of how their work could

adjustment. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

engender such improvements. 

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The ‘‘what’’ and ‘‘why’’ of goal pursuit: Human needs and the self-determination of behavior. 

Psychological Inquiry, 11, 227–268. 

Dik, B. J., & Duffy, R. D. (2009). Calling and vocation at work:
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12 More than Meets the Eye: The Role of

Employee Well-Being in Organizational

Research

Thomas A. Wright

Abstract

Organizational scholars and practitioners alike have long been interested in the role played by employee happiness on workplace behavior. Building on this widespread interest, I suggest the consideration of worker happiness as psychological well-being (PWB). To that end, I first define PWB and review the current role of PWB in the workplace. Second, and building upon this extant body of literature, Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build model is introduced as one positive psychological approach especially well-suited to help provide a better understanding of the role of PWB on such important workplace outcomes as job performance and employee retention. Third, I provide evidence that PWB may also be beneficial in better understanding employee cardiovascular health efficiency. Fourth, various intervention strategies are introduced, designed to enhance both individual betterment and organizational health. The chapter closes with several interesting directions for future research. 

Keywords: psychological well-being, job performance, job retention, cardiovascular health, pulse product A sound mind in a sound body, is a short but full

description of a happy state in this world. 

—John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education [1693], sec I. 

Notwithstanding the prescient advice of John Locke

questions that need to be addressed; (4) How can

over three hundred years ago, research in organiza-

individuals apply this positive approach in their

tional behavior has typically neglected the ‘‘sound

work, and (5) How does PWB contribute to the

mind and body’’ question. This is unfortunate, as

goal of positive work in positive organizations? But

research in the applied sciences is increasingly

first, I would like to provide a working definition of

demonstrating the significant role of employee psy-

psychological well-being (PWB). 

chological well-being in issues involving both

employee and organizational health and betterment

Psychological Well-Being Defined

(Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). Consistent with the

As a starting point of discussion, it is becoming

theme of this book, this chapter is set up to provide

increasingly common for scholars outside of

discussion to five key questions: (1) What do we

the organizational sciences to consider ‘‘happiness’’

know about the role of psychological well-being

as PWB (sometimes called personal well-being or

(PWB) in the workplace; (2) What role does

subjective well-being, see Diener, 1984, 1994; for

Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build positive psycholo-

a classical discussion, see B. Russell, 1930). 

gical model play in better understanding workplace

Irrespective of any labeling ambiguity, and as

PWB; (3) What are the most pressing research

strongly suggested in the opening quote from
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Locke, the mysteries surrounding the pursuit

efficiency-based view of PWB, the high or positive

of well-being or happiness have long been of

pole is anchored by such hedonic or pleasantness-

interest to both scholars and lay people alike

based

descriptors

as

‘‘joyous’’

(Wright

& 

(Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). For example, 

Cropanzano, 2007). Alternatively, the low or nega-

Socrates, in a stark departure from earlier tragic, 

tive pole is anchored by such unpleasantness descrip-

deterministic Greek thought, considered the pursuit

tors as ‘‘sad’’ and ‘‘annoyed’’ (Wright et al., 2007). 

of happiness as an attainable (in this lifetime), 

Thus, to be high on well-being is to be simulta-

human pursuit (McMahon, 2006). In a like

neously high on positive and low on negative emo-

manner, Aristotle wrote extensively on happiness in

tion. Third, PWB is best considered as a global

the Nichomachean Ethics. For Aristotle, our happi-

judgment. By this I mean that it refers to one’s life

ness or well-being, eudaimonia, was not simply a

in the aggregate, or considered as a whole. 

fleeting feeling or mood, but the product of a life

In addition, PWB has been shown to exhibit

well-lived (Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). That is, 

some measure of stability over time (Diener, 1994; 

Aristotle considered happiness as the summation of a

Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999), though well-

full, flourishing life, ‘‘a complete life’’ (McMahon, 

being is not so stable that it can’t be influenced

2004). Certainly, John Locke recognized the impor-

by any number of situational circumstances

tance of happiness. In addition to the opening quote, 

(Sandvik, Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993). For instance, 

in his famous chapter on ‘‘Power’’ from book 2 of the

Cropanzano and Wright (1999) reported 6-month

Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), the

test-retest correlations of 0.76, 4-year test-retest cor-

soon to be memorable phrase ‘‘the pursuit of happi-

relations of 0.68, and 5-year test-retest correlations

ness’’ was mentioned multiple times (McMahon, 

of 0.60 for their measure of well-being. As a result, 

2004). Of course, scholarly endeavors demand

while exhibiting a measure of temporal stability, 

more precision in order to adequately operationalize

PWB has been shown to be responsive to therapeutic

what constitutes happiness or well-being. 

interventions (Lykken, 1999; Seligman, 1998, 

PWB is traditionally thought of in terms of the

2002). Taken together, one can conclude that

overall effectiveness of an individual’s psychological

PWB refers to a subjective and global judgment

functioning (Gechman & Wiener, 1975; Wright, 

that one is experiencing a good deal of positive and

2005). In particular, using the circumplex model of

relatively little negative feelings or emotions

emotion as the theoretical framework, PWB mea-

(Wright, 2005). 

sures the hedonic or pleasantness dimension of indi-

There is a growing, fascinating body of evidence

vidual feelings (J. A. Russell, 1980; Wright & 

that the basis for ‘‘psychological’’ well-being is not

Cropanzano, 2007). Based upon the circumplex

only psychological in nature, but also physiological

model, PWB can be contrasted with other concep-

as well (Davidson, Kabat-Zinn, Schumacher, 

tualizations of employee feelings measuring the level

Rosenkranz, Muller, Santorelli et al., 2003; Staw, 

of activation or ‘‘affect intensity’’ of emotional

2004; Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). More specifi-

experience (Larsen & Diener, 1992; Wright, 

cally, the use of electroencephalogram (EEG) mea-

2005). The most widely used of these activation-

sures of brain activity has demonstrated that positive

based measures, the PANAS scale, was developed by

feelings are associated with left prefrontal activity

Watson and his colleagues (Watson, Clark, & 

(Staw, 2004). Alternatively, negative feelings have

Tellegen, 1988). 

been shown to be associated with right prefrontal

Definitions of PWB typically include several

activation (Davidson & Tomarken, 1989; Staw, 

characteristics. First and foremost, PWB is a subjec-

2004). This frontal cerebral asymmetry reflects not

tive experience (Wright & Cropanzano, 2007; 

only an individual’s current emotional state, but also

Diener, 1994). That is, people are high in PWB to

one’s predisposition to experience positive vs. nega-

the extent that they believe themselves to be (Wright

tive emotional states (Staw, 2004; Wright & 

et al., 2007). Second, PWB includes both the rela-

Cropanzano, 2007). Tomarken, Davidson and

tive presence of positive emotions and the relative

Henriques (1990) found that individuals with

absence of negative emotions (Argyle, 1987; Diener

enhanced left side activation (at rest) typically indi-

& Larsen, 1993; Warr, 1990). In particular, PWB is

cate that they experience more intense emotional

most often operationalized as capturing both posi-

reactions to positive stimuli. On the other hand, 

tive and negative emotional states on a single axis

individuals with pronounced right side activation

(Bradburn & Caplovitz, 1965; Wright & Staw, 

(at rest) consistently report that they experience a

1999). Indicative of this positive-to-negative, 

heightened level of emotional response to negative
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stimuli. In sum, there is substantial evidence for a

of .50 between PWB and job performance indicates

physiological basis for psychological well-being. The

that 25% of the variance in job performance is

chapter next provides an overview of what is cur-

associated with differences in PWB. More to the

rently known about the role of psychological well-

point, these results have been obtained regardless

being in the workplace. 

of whether performance is measured with objective

indices or subjective ratings. 

The Role of Psychological Well-Being in

As with job performance, the importance of

the Workplace

employee well-being in the prediction of employee

Surprising to some, the role of well-being in the

retention decisions was also shared by a number of

determination of workplace efficiency has long been

prominent, early applied researchers, including Frost

recognized in the applied sciences (Wright & 

(1920), Snow (1923), and Fisher and Hanna

Cropanzano, 2007). As a case in point, one of

(1931). Fisher and Hanna (1931, p. 233), in their

applied psychology’s leading early luminaries, 

classic work, The Dissatisfied Worker, noted that

Rexford B. Hersey undertook a series of investiga-

employee well-being was ‘‘responsible to a much

tions to explore a possible employee well-being with

greater extent for labor turnover than is commonly

productivity relationship (Hersey, 1930, 1932). 

realized.’’ To that end, they proposed that as much as

Incorporating rigorous, longitudinal field research

90% of employee turnover could be attributed to

designs, Hersey (1932, p. 459) gathered a wide

issues surrounding the well-being of employees. 

range of worker data on feelings of fatigue, level of

Consistent with the Fisher and Hanna conclusion, 

cooperativeness, well-being and happiness, and pro-

Bender (1944) proposed that roughly 60% of all

ductivity and efficiency in an attempt ‘‘to obtain a

employee dissatisfaction was directly attributable to

complete picture of their whole life.’’ Unfortunately, 

issues of employee well-being. As with work on the

this line of work on well-being by Hersey and other

role of well-being in the determination of employee

early, progressive thinkers (e.g., Anderson, 1929; 

performance, except for isolated research by scholars

Fisher & Hanna, 1931; McMurry, 1932) ceased

like Bender (1944) in World War II, starting in the

with the advent of the Great Depression (Wright

1930s, research on the well-being–employee reten-

& Cropanzano, 2007). Over the next fifty years, for

tion relationship significantly decreased with the

reasons beyond the scope of the present chapter, 

advent of the Great Depression. 

organizational theorists interested in the ‘‘Happy/

While still impressive today, this early literature is

Productive Worker Thesis’’ almost exclusively con-

in need of extension, as, when all is said and done, 

centrated on the role of job satisfaction in the pre-

the work typically emphasized only the main effect

diction of both employee job performance and

relationships among job satisfaction, well-being, job

retention decisions. Over time, these results have

performance, and employee retention. To address

been inconsistent enough to generate widespread

this limitation, my colleagues and I have recently put

concerns regarding the robustness of the relation-

forward Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001, 2003) broaden-

ships, especially so regarding that of job satisfaction

and-build model of positive emotions as one positive

with employee performance (Brayfield & Crockett, 

psychological approach especially well suited to help

1955; Iaffaldano & Muchinsky, 1985). Fortunately, 

better understand the possible moderating role of

a rebirth of interest has surfaced regarding the pos-

PWB on the job satisfaction/job performance/

sible role of employee well-being in the determina-

employee

retention relationships (Wright

& 

tion of both performance and the decision of whether

Bonett, 2007; Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). 

or not to stay on the job. 

Commencing about fifteen years ago, empirical

Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Positive

research has consistently demonstrated significant

Psychological Perspective

associations between various measures of employee

According to Fredrickson’s (2001, 2003) theory, 

well-being and measures of job-related performance

a number of positive feeling states, traits, or emo-

(Wright, Bonett, & Sweeney, 1993; Wright & Staw, 

tions, including the experience of PWB, have the

1999; Wright, Cropanzano, & Bonett, 2007). In

necessary mechanisms to ‘‘broaden’’ an individual’s

particular, research has typically found significant

momentary thought-action repertories through

bivariate correlations between PWB and job perfor-

expanding the obtainable array of potential thoughts

mance ratings in the .30 to .50 range. These findings

and actions that come to mind (Fredrickson & 

have both theoretical and practical relevance. 

Branigan, 2001). Using laboratory experiments, 

Practically speaking, taking a bivariate correlation

Fredrickson and her colleagues (Fredrickson & 

W R I G H T

145

Branigan, 2005; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005)

more meaning from their work (Fredrickson, 2001; 

demonstrated that relative to neutral states, positive

Wright, 2005; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). 

feelings broaden or expand upon people’s momen-

The ability to find meaning from one’s work

tary thought-action repertoire, while negative feel-

has strong roots in the positive psychology move-

ings narrow these same mechanisms. For example, 

ment

(Wrzesniewski, 

2003). 

According

to

the positive emotion, joy, creates the urge to play, to

Wrzesniewski and her colleagues (Wrzesniewski, 

think outside the box and be creative (Wright et al., 

2003; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), employees

2007). In a like manner, psychologically well indi-

who see positive meaning in their work often come

viduals tend to be more outgoing and extroverted, 

to view it as a Calling, not just as a Job or Career. 

remember favorable events better, and are less likely

Unlike those who primarily work for the financial

to encode an ambiguous event as threatening as

and material rewards (Job orientation) or personal

compared with their less psychologically well coun-

achievement (Career orientation), those with a

terparts (Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). 

Calling orientation work in large measure for the

As an added benefit, these benefits of broadened

personal fulfillment that doing one’s job well can

thought-action repertoire also tend to merge over

bring. One practical consequence is that those who

time. According to Fredrickson and Losada (2005, 

view their work as a Calling may well be more

p. 679), these ‘‘broadened mindsets carry indirect

productive (Wright & Cropanzano, 2004). 

and long-term adaptive value because broadenings’’

Building upon prior research establishing main

assist in ‘‘building’’ the individual’s enduring per-

effect relations among job satisfaction, PWB, and

sonal resources, including physical, psychological, 

job performance (Wright & Cropanzano, 2000), the

intellectual and social resources (Wright, 2003, 

broaden-and-build model suggests that satisfied and

2005; Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). This capacity

psychologically well employees are more likely than

to experience the positive is proposed to be crucial

those less satisfied and psychologically well to have

to one’s capacity to thrive, mentally flourish and

the necessary resources to initiate, foster, facilitate, 

psychologically grow (Fredrickson, 2001, 2003; 

and sustain increased levels of job performance-

Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). This sense of flour-

related activities and behaviors. In particular, 

ishing appears to make psychologically well or

research suggests that positive feelings can help

happy people more proactive (cf. Argyle, 1987)

enhance one’s ability to be a better problem-solver, 

and less prone to stress symptoms (Myers & 

decision-maker, and evaluator/processor of events

Diener, 1995). I have previously suggested that the

(e.g., Isen, 2003; Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). In

broaden-and-build model is especially beneficial in

turn, research has demonstrated that these skills and

providing a better understanding of both the

abilities are related to job-related performance

job satisfaction–job performance and job satisfac-

(Wright, 2005). As an additional positive, these

tion–employee retention/withdrawal relationships

effects persist over time as a consequence of

(Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). 

the differential manner in which happy and

Regarding the job satisfaction–job performance

unhappy people recall events. In fact, a continued

relationship, the broaden-and-build dimension of

focus on positive feelings expands (broadens) and

Fredrickson’s (2001, 2003) theory suggests that the

builds on these positive urges, creating a potentially

adaptive and moderating nature of PWB is more

‘‘upward spiral’’ effect (e.g., ‘‘a positive begets

robust for those employees who are both psycholo-

another positive’’), which may stimulate the devel-

gically well and satisfied with their job, than for

opment of individual character (Wright, 2005). In

those less psychologically well and/or satisfied with

sum, this capacity to constructively experience posi-

their job. In other words, through the impetus pro-

tive feelings is increasingly being considered by

vided by high levels of PWB (a positive circum-

many to be a fundamental human strength

stance), employees who are also currently satisfied

(Fredrickson, 2001; Wright, 2005). 

with their job (another positive circumstance) are

In a similar manner, incorporating the broaden-

proposed to be more easily able to ‘‘broaden-and-

and-build framework, employee retention can be

build’’ themselves over time based upon their ample

considered as a positive circumstance. That is, posi-

supply of these positive-based feelings (Wright & 

tive in the sense that the decision to remain on a job

Cropanzano, 2007). As a result, these satisfied and

suggests a positive response by the employee toward

psychologically well individuals will reap such addi-

the employer. In other words, the employee con-

tional benefits as being more creative, resilient, 

siders their current job situation as a viable option, 

socially connected, physically healthy, and derive

possibly even their best option. As a result, the
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decision is made to remain on the job. This assertion

that, for any number of reasons, including their

is not to contradict the well-known fact that turn-

PWB, each manager’s productivity varies by as

over can be functional for an organization

much as 40% (or $600 per week, roughly $30,000

(Campion, 1991) when low or dysfunctional perfor-

per year). According to Wright and Cropanzano

mers depart (McEvoy & Cascio, 1987). However, it

(2004), this is highly consistent with U.S. 

does suggest that voluntarily choosing to remain on a

Department of Labor national averages across occu-

job indicates a certain measure of satisfaction with

pations, which indicate that your managers are typi-

the status quo. Alternatively, choosing to leave sig-

cally productive for only 4.8 hours for every 8 hours

nifies a measure of dissatisfaction. 

that you pay them. 

Recent research provides empirical support that

Let me put this in the context of the findings of

PWB does moderate the relationships between both

the recent study by Wright et al. (2007). This study

job satisfaction and job performance and between

found empirical support suggesting that employees

job satisfaction and employee retention (Wright & 

high in PWB benefit more from a satisfying job than

Cropanzano, 2007). Regarding the job satisfaction–

those low in PWB. In fact, considered together, 

job performance relationship, and highly consistent

manager PWB, job satisfaction, and the PWB by

with Fredrickson’s model, Wright et al. (2007)

job satisfaction interaction effect accounted for

reported that job performance was highest when

approximately 25% of the variance in the manager’s

employees reported high scores on both PWB and

job performance ratings. Thus, using our hypothe-

job satisfaction. Interestingly, job satisfaction did

tical example above, PWB and job satisfaction, both

predict performance, but only if the employee also

main and interactive effects, account for roughly

had a high level of PWB. In other words, job satis-

25% of the $600 a week in performance variance

faction was not a good predictor of job performance

for the managers of our hypothetical organization. 

among employees with low levels of PWB. This

This translates into $150 per week per manager in

moderating effect of PWB may account for some

potentially lost productivity. With our hypothetical

of the inconsistent findings of previous research

organization employing 150 management per-

examining the job satisfaction–job performance

sonnel, on average, this translates into $22,500 per

relationship. 

week or approximately $1,200,000 in lost produc-

Once again incorporating Fredrickson’s (1998, 

tivity per year. Obviously, employee PWB has sig-

2001) broaden-and-build framework, one can

nificant implications for not only individual, but

explain Wright and Bonett’s (2007) finding that

also organizational health. I next provide evidence

PWB and job satisfaction interacted to predict

that PWB may also be beneficial in better under-

whether employees stayed on or left their job. As

standing issues of employee cardiovascular health

anticipated, the relation between job satisfaction and

efficiency. 

retention was typically found to be stronger for those

employees with high levels of PWB, than for those

employees with low levels of PWB. These findings

PWB and Cardiovascular Health

suggest that the more positive the PWB of the

Over 70 million Americans and countless other

employee, the higher the probability that this

millions worldwide are afflicted with one or more

employee will remain on the job, irrespective of the

types of cardiovascular disease (CHD), with the vast

level of job satisfaction. Considered together, this

majority suffering from high blood pressure

line of research provides support for the premise that

(American Heart Association, 2007). While high

high or enhanced employee PWB is an important

blood pressure has a number of sources, research

ingredient in better understanding such important

suggests that employees involved in high-strain

organizational outcome variables as job performance

work tend to have higher blood pressure (Rau, 

and employee retention. To emphasize the benefits

2004; Wright & Diamond, 2006). The yearly cost

to individual betterment and organizational health

of cardiovascular diseases and strokes in the United

of the possible moderating role of PWB on the job

States is estimated at $430 billion, with approxi-

satisfaction–job performance relationship, consider

mately 60% of this cost related to direct medical

the following hypothetical example. 

costs and the remaining 40% attributable to lost

Suppose your 1,000-member organization has

productivity (a staggering $172 billion!). The pro-

150 management personnel. On average, each of

blem is not specific to the United States, as world-

these management personnel is paid $1,500 per

wide, strokes are the second leading cause of death. 

week, or $78,000 a year in salary. You also know

In addition, Hecht and Hecht (2005) estimated that
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90% of the CHD burden originates in developing, 

Before proceeding further, it might be informa-

Third World countries. 

tive to define our terms. Cardiovascular health is

On a more personal level, the average heart attack

typically measured through blood pressure readings. 

translates to the loss of up to 10 to 20 years from

Blood pressure readings are composed of two num-

each victim’s projected lifespan (Saunders, 2001). 

bers, systolic blood pressure (SBP) and diastolic

This fact has tragically hit home to me in my role

blood pressure (DBP). SBP measures the heart at

as a researcher. As I have reported elsewhere (Wright

work—the amount of pressure during the heart’s

& Diamond, 2006), one of my research participants

pumping phase or systole. DBP measures the heart

had a fatal heart attack while driving to work and

during the resting phase between heartbeats or dia-

literally crashed his automobile into his worksite. 

stole (Saunders, 2001, p. 3; Wright & Diamond, 

Ironically, this man was a participant in an ongoing

2006). Traditionally, hypertension has been defined

research project investigating the role of PWB and

as having SBP in excess of 140 mm Hg or DBP of 90

psychological coping with cardiovascular health. Of

mm Hg or more. Blood pressure is measured as mm

further note, on a number of occasions, he had

Hg because traditionally the device used to measure

commented to me that he could tell that his blood

blood pressure, a sphygmomanometer, uses a glass

pressure would elevate when he was feeling psycho-

column filled with mercury (Hg) and calibrated in

logically distressed (low PWB). As will be evident

millimeters (Saunders, 2001, p. 3; Wright & 

shortly, PWB plays a significant role in the cardio-

Diamond, 2006). Finally, the composite cardiovas-

vascular health of many individuals. 

cular measure, pulse product, is defined in terms of

As with job performance and employee retention, 

an efficiency-based ratio, that is, as the difference

the

relationships

between

various

emotions, 

between systolic and diastolic blood pressure, multi-

including PWB, with blood pressure and other indi-

plied by the pulse rate, and divided by 100 (Wright

cators of cardiovascular health have long been con-

& Diamond, 2006). 

sidered in the organizational sciences. For example, 

Equally important and consistent with the find-

Rackley (1930) introduced different applications of

ings of Addis (1922) and Lovekin (1930), 

possible relationships between blood pressure and

Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939), in their seminal

various human emotions. Further emphasizing the

work, Management and the Worker, proposed that

importance of workplace cardiovascular health over

composite cardiovascular measurements were cap-

80 years ago, Snow (1926) noted that a number of

able of demonstrating accurate levels of actual

organizations, such as the Yellow Cab Company, 

worker physical energy expenditure. That is, and

routinely obtained cardiovascular measures from

unlike systolic and diastolic blood pressure consid-

job applicants as part of a physical examination. 

ered individually, the fundamental purpose of com-

The possible role played by PWB and cardiovascular

posite cardiovascular measures is to assess the level of

health in determining employee fatigue was similarly

employee organic imbalance, or steady-state home-

recognized by a number of management scholars, 

ostasis. In turn, and based upon a definition of

including Elton Mayo (1924). However, it

efficiency considered in terms of output per unit of

remained until the pioneering work of Lovekin

energy, Roethlisberger and Dickson concluded that

(1930) to more directly establish a possible cardio-

pulse product could be instrumental in the determi-

vascular link to individual efficiency and organiza-

nation of efficient employee productivity. In parti-

tional effectiveness. 

cular, lower pulse product (at least within a

Interestingly, the obtained relationships between

particular range), means greater efficiency. Building

employee fatigue and the most widely used (both

upon both recent research in the medical field and

then and today) cardiovascular measures, pulse rate

the early work of Addis (1922), Lovekin (1930) and

and systolic and diastolic blood pressure, were less

Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939), I recently exam-

than convincing in their magnitude (Wright & 

ined the relations among psychological well-being, 

Diamond, 2006). In fact, at first glance, the findings

systolic and diastolic blood pressure considered indi-

were potentially contradictory in nature. For one

vidually, and the composite indicator of cardiovas-

thing, while systolic pressure and pulse rate typically

cular health, pulse product (Wright, 2007). 

increased, diastolic pressure often decreased with the

While neither diastolic nor systolic blood pres-

increasing workload (cf., Addis, 1922). Addis (1922)

sure was related to PWB, as hypothesized, pulse

found that only the composite cardiovascular mea-

product was negatively associated with PWB. 

sure, pulse product, showed an increase propor-

In other words, and highly consistent with an effi-

tionate with increased work. 

ciency-based perspective, high levels of PWB were
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related to low (i.e., efficient) pulse product readings. 

Wright & Diamond, 2006). Interestingly, and ger-

In addition, regression analysis found high PWB to

mane to this discussion, the customary and sole

be predictive of low (more efficient) pulse product

reliance of previous research on only systolic and

even after controlling for such well-known correlates

diastolic blood pressure would not signal Brian’s

of cardiovascular health as employee age, gender, 

cardiovascular readings as highly problematic. In

smoking behavior, education level, ethnicity, 

fact, anyone focusing on the diastolic reading of 76

weight, job satisfaction, and level of perceived

would undoubtedly inform this employee that he is

anxiety. These results provide preliminary empirical

in good cardiovascular health for a man of 57. 

evidence that the more traditional approaches to

However, this traditional diagnosis approach may

measuring cardiovascular health, focusing narrowly

be erroneous. In fact, this approach may even be

on only systolic and diastolic blood pressure mea-

dangerous, especially when one considers the rapidly

surements, may lead to potentially misleading cardi-

aging demographics of our workforce. 

ovascular diagnoses. Through the use of actual real-

To further highlight the potential importance of

life examples, I next provide compelling testimony

PWB in determining cardiovascular health, let us

for why future efforts to monitor employee cardio-

again consider Brian. Considered individually, his

vascular health should seriously consider the role of

systolic and diastolic readings would be considered

the composite cardiovascular measure of pulse

by many as reasonable indicators of cardiovascular

product. 

health for a middle-aged man. However, his pulse

Combined with the aggregated study results, anec-

product measure of 63.4 warrants additional atten-

dotal evidence obtained from in-depth subject inter-

tion and may be a precursor to the possible onset of

views with potential at-risk employees is especially

cardiovascular disease. Individuals associated with

telling. For example, ‘‘Alison’’ was a 36 year-old

organizations with an aging workforce should find

female, smoker, and overweight. Her systolic blood

this discussion especially interesting. Using data

pressure reading was 150 and her diastolic reading

from the famous Framingham Heart Study, 

was 98, with a pulse rate of 104 beats per minute. 

Franklin, Khan, Wong, Larson, and Levy (1999)

Thus, her pulse product was [104  (150  98)/

found that as individuals grow older, systolic pres-

100] = 54.1. Her PWB score indicated that she experi-

sure will often rise (a condition known as isolated

enced a significant level of psychological distress, 

systolic hypertension), while diastolic pressure tends

although she was reasonably satisfied with her job. A

to fall, or at least stabilize, for many aging adults. As a

second example, ‘‘Brian’’ was a physically active, non-

consequence, the traditional focus on only the dia-

smoking, 57 year-old male. His systolic reading was

stolic reading could possibly result in a masking of

142 and his diastolic reading was 76, with a pulse rate of

the potential risk of CHD, especially for employees

96. His pulse product [96  (142  76)/100] = 63.4. 

over the age of 50 (Wright & Diamond, 2006). 

A third example, ‘‘Claire’’ was a 36 year-old, non-

Interestingly, and highly germane to this discussion, 

smoking, physically fit female. Her systolic reading

Brian recognized the potential role of PWB as a

was 108 and her diastolic reading was 70, with a pulse

possible determinant of cardiovascular health and

rate of 72. Her pulse product was [72  (108  70)/

shared with me that his blood pressure appeared to

100] = 27.4. In addition, this woman experienced the

rise whenever he felt psychologically distressed. A

most positive PWB of the three participants. 

number of other study participants shared similar

According to the steady state or homeostasis

opinions with me during their interview (as you will

model (Cannon, 1932), Alison and Brian are

also recall, the heart attack victim expressed the same

working at a much less efficient level than Claire. 

beliefs). 

Assume that each employee’s contribution to orga-

Along with the customary recommendations of

nizational effectiveness is currently the same. Based

proper diet, losing weight, quitting smoking, incor-

upon the efficiency perspective, one can predict that

porating biofeedback and relaxation therapy techni-

the cardiovascular health of Alison and Brian (and

ques, and being physically active (Wright & 

quite possibly their productivity as well) will even-

Sweeney, 1990), the present discussion points to

tually decline as a result of this inefficient use of their

the importance of PWB in cardiovascular health. 

cardiovascular system (assuming similar readings

Consistent with the focus of the positive organiza-

over time). If left unattended, the overall effective-

tional movements (Luthans, 2002; Wright, 2003), 

ness of the organization may quite possibly, sooner

I strongly recommend that both individuals and

or later, also be adversely affected by the inefficient

organizations focus on intervention strategies

use of employee cardiovascular resources (c.f., 

emphasizing prevention. Prior research indicates

W R I G H T

149

that a number of training techniques exist to

psychologically and physically healthy themselves, 

enhance feelings of well-being (for further discus-

the health of the employing organization will simi-

sion, see Quick, Quick, Nelson, & Hurrell, 1997; 

larly benefit by exhibiting high performance, adapt-

Wright et al., 2007). More specifically, various stra-

ability, and flexibility. 

tegies exist where employees are trained to proac-

A second general form of psychological interven-

tively self-monitor or manage their personal

tion involves the actual training of employees to be

perceptions to enhance positive and discourage

more psychologically well. There is good evidence

negative displays of emotion (Wright et al., 2007). 

that various kinds of stress management training can

have positive effects on PWB (for reviews, see

Strategies to Enhance Individual

Cooper, Dewe, & O’Driscoll, 2001; Murphy, 

Betterment and Organizational Health

Hurrell, Sauter, & Keita, 1995; Quick et al., 

Psychological interventions can take a number of

1997). To that end, a number of strategies exist

different forms, including composition (selection), 

where employees can proactively self-monitor or

training, and situational engineering (Ilgen, 1999; 

manage their personal perceptions to enhance posi-

Wright & Cropanzano, 2004, for a further discus-

tive, and discourage negative, displays of momentary

sion, see Wright, 2005). Composition involves

mood and emotion. For example, constructive self-

selecting and placing prospective employees in

talk is a learned technique that replaces negative with

appropriate work situations. Training emphasizes

more positive and reinforcing self-talk (Eliot, 1995; 

assisting employees so that they better fit their jobs. 

Quick et al., 1997; Wright & Cropanzano, 2007). 

Situational engineering focuses on changing the work

In addition, rational emotive therapy (RET) (Ellis, 

environment to make it more accurately reflect

1955) is another cognitive restructuring technique

employee needs and abilities (Wright et al., 2007). 

designed to be beneficial in altering one’s current

Regarding composition or selection, one promising, 

emotional state. RET is a systematic process invol-

but potentially controversial, method involves

ving calling into question one’s irrational thoughts

actively seeking out potential business leaders who

and beliefs and then logically disputing them. 

are not only psychologically well, but who also

A final example of cognitive restructuring is

exhibit spiritual vitality and ethical character

learned optimism (Seligman, 1998). Becoming

(Quick, 

Gavin, 

Cooper, 

& 

Quick, 

2000). 

increasingly popular through the visibility afforded

Consistent with the practice at leading colleges and

by the positive psychology movement (Seligman & 

universities to actively seek to enroll socially respon-

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), learned optimism is a

sible students—the leaders of tomorrow—similarly

developed trait or style emphasizing positive thought

inclined organizations could actively seek to hire and

patterns. Seligman (1998) presents a number of

promote job applicants with either a documented

beneficial techniques for employees to replace pessi-

history of making ethically-based choices or a high

mistic with more optimistic beliefs. The first strategy

potential for consistently making sound, ethical

involves simply distracting oneself when becoming

decisions. 

aware of falling into a negative thought pattern. 

One especially promising approach to assist in

A second strategy involves disputing. According to

better selecting potentially ethical managers may be

Seligman (1998), disputing negative thoughts is

found in the recent work of Peterson and his collea-

more effective in the long run because once success-

gues (Peterson & Park, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 

fully disputed, negative thoughts are less likely to

2004). These authors have identified 24 strengths of

happen again when the same or similar situation

character (love of learning, authenticity, kindness, 

reoccurs in the future (see Quick et al., 1997, for a

forgiveness, hope, etc.), organized around six core

comprehensive overview of approaches to cogni-

virtues (e.g., wisdom & knowledge, courage, love, 

tively restructure one’s overall approach to life). In

justice, temperance, and transcendence) that have

sum, the value-added contribution of these interven-

consistently emerged over time and across culture

tion programs is twofold. First, they have been

in philosophical and religious discussions on human

shown to provide significant benefit to the indivi-

goodness and worth. According to Quick et al. 

dual through enhanced PWB. Second, they have

(2000), the value-added contribution of having

increasingly demonstrated potential benefit for the

employees who demonstrate strong ethical character

organization

through

enhanced

productivity

is twofold regarding the issues of individual and

(Wright et al., 2007). 

organizational health. First, not only is the likeli-

The third intervention grouping, situational

hood increased that these employees will be both

engineering, involves techniques designed to alter
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the work environment to enhance employee PWB. 

Happy-Productive Worker Thesis, I strongly encou-

There is a growing body of research suggesting that

rage research on the interested-productive, enthu-

the work environment can affect employee PWB

siastic-productive, and joyous-productive worker

level (Wright et al., 2007). For example, Kohn and

theses. In any event, the proactive integration of

Schooler (1982) have shown that providing tangible

selection, training, and situational engineering inter-

social support on the job can reduce the negative

vention strategies designed to initiate, facilitate, and

impact associated with a stressful work environment. 

sustain positive employee feelings in (and out of) the

In addition, family friendly work policies involving

workplace is an important first step in the develop-

flextime and the provision of childcare opportunities

ment of positive organizations. 

are likely to increase employee PWB (Quick et al., 

1997). Finally, we should not discount the obvious; 

Conclusion

Maraist et al. (1999) demonstrated that something

Historically, the typical definition of organiza-

as straightforward as equitable pay scales tend to

tional health focused on organization-level para-

promote increased well-being. Obviously, this is an

meters. For example, Miles (1965) considered an

exciting time to be interested in workplace PWB. 

organization healthy only if it was able to survive

There are a number of research opportunities for

and successfully cope with threats to its survival over

interested scholars and practitioners alike. 

time. Personified by Miles’ definition, a number of

early approaches to organizational health tended to

Future Research Directions

minimize, and at the extreme, neglect the ‘‘human’’

The first avenue for further research involves

component in human resources. In summary, as

positive scholars collectively working to develop a

should be well evidenced in this chapter, the promo-

better understanding of the actual form and function

tion of employee PWB is an intrinsic good for both

of PWB. Although various forms of PWB (e.g., 

individuals and organizations; one toward which we

contented versus joyous) are similar constructs

should all work. Emphasizing a more positive-based, 

because they possess large amounts of pleasantness-

proactive approach to individual betterment and

based feelings, they are also different because they

organizational health, I close by highlighting several

contain varying levels of activation (Wright, 2005). 

key implications for positive workplace practice and

The awareness of these types of distinctions can be

reiterate directions for future research endeavors. 

highly instrumental in assisting positive scholars in

better predicting the role of PWB in employee-

Directions for Research

related behavior. Relatedly, longitudinal research is

Promising future directions include research

needed to examine the impact of change in employee

designed to:

PWB over time and across job situations. Certainly

• Initiate prospective, longitudinal research designs

long-term, prospective longitudinal research designs

to further clarify the form and function of PWB; 

would be especially beneficial in allowing the rela-

• Further refine the PWB to cardiovascular

tion between PWB and the composite cardiovas-

health association—emphasizing the use of the

cular measure, pulse product, to more naturally

composite cardiovascular measure, pulse product; 

and developmentally unfold. 

• Investigate the role of such positive feelings as

Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build model of posi-

joy, 

excitement, 

enthusiasm, 

optimism, 

and

tive emotions has proven especially worthwhile in

exhilaration

to

help

in

fostering

optimal

determining a key role of employee PWB in better

performance and high retention rates for high

understanding the job satisfaction–job performance

performers. 

and job satisfaction–employee retention relation-

ships. As I have noted previously, Fredrickson’s the-

Implications for Practice

oretical framework would similarly support the

Interested stakeholders are encouraged to

possible adaptive and interactive nature of a

develop, foster, and sustain such positive workplace

number of other positive feelings (Wright et al., 

practices as:

2007). In particular, interest, optimism, enthusiasm, 

and joy appear to share the ability to ‘‘broaden’’ an

• Selecting job applicants who exhibit spiritual

employee’s momentary thought-action experiences

vitality and ethical character; 

and provide invaluable help in ‘‘building’’ their per-

• Training employees in cognitive restructuring

sonal resource arsenal (Fredrickson, 2001; Wright

techniques to enhance PWB; 

et al., 2007). As a result, in addition to work on the

• Re-engineering jobs to foster employee PWB. 
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13 Positive Engagement: From Employee

Engagement to Workplace Happiness

Martin Stairs and Martin Galpin

Abstract

Most adults spend a significant amount of time working, and therefore how they feel about their work can have a significant impact on their life and well-being. In this chapter, we review the concept of engagement, its roots in psychological research, and the range of definitions that are applied to it. We also review how organizations have approached the concept of employee engagement, how it is measured, and the benefits that are associated with raised engagement. We highlight the opportunities that lie in taking a person-centered approach to engagement and introduce a model of ‘‘positive engagement’’ that draws on the parallels between the constructs of engagement and happiness. Finally we consider the drivers that could facilitate higher levels of engagement and consider the opportunities that may exist in focusing on factors internal to the individual employee, such as perceptions and mindset. 

Keywords: employee engagement, positive psychology, work, leadership

Stop, for just a minute, to consider how you feel

significant impact on individual workloads, as have

about your work. Do you truly love what you do? 

technological advances and the rise of an ‘‘always-on’’

Do you consistently give your best? Do you genu-

work culture (Honore´, 2004). Sixty-hour working

inely look forward to the next time you will engage

weeks, 24-hour connectivity, e-mail overload, and

in your chosen vocation? If you do, then you are

unrealistic deadlines do little to facilitate positive

probably one of the 20 percent or so of people who

experiences of work. 

are fortunate enough to be highly engaged in their

There is, however, a significant opportunity

work. Such people, perhaps including yourself, are

here. There is clearly a more positive side to

unfortunately the exception rather than the rule. 

work. Many people, regardless of the nature of

The majority of workers are either relatively indif-

their occupation, find work to be a deeply positive

ferent to, or have quite negative perceptions of, their

experience. Indeed, a recent workplace happiness

work. They ‘‘work to live’’ rather than ‘‘love to

study suggests that the proportion of ‘‘very happy’’

work.’’

employees is in fact higher (25 percent) than

It is perhaps unsurprising that negative views of

the proportion who claim to be ‘‘unhappy’’

work are so common, given that the concept of

(20 percent) (Chiumento, 2007). Our own view

‘‘work’’ has traditionally held negative connotations. 

is that work can indeed be an enjoyable, challen-

A review of synonyms in a thesaurus, for example, 

ging, and meaningful experience provided the con-

reveals a direct link between work and practices such

text surrounding the work is conducive to

as grind, slog, sweat, and toil. In our consumer-led

facilitating employee happiness and well-being

society, the motivation to work has traditionally

(Stairs, 2005). To realize the positive impact that

come from the need to earn a living and is often

work itself has on people’s lives, one only needs to

seen largely as a means to an end (Reeves, 2001). 

look at the consequences of unemployment for

Years of re-engineering and downsizing have had a

people of working age. Being without work is
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recognized as being ‘‘one of the most damaging

The Concept of Engagement

individual experiences’’ (Ahn, Garcia & Jimeno, 

In its simplest form, engagement means ‘‘passion

2004, p. 1). Analysis shows that this damage goes

for work’’ (Truss, Soane, Edwards, Wisdom, Croll, 

far beyond the financial consequences and that ‘‘an

& Burnett, 2006, p. xi). It involves feeling positive

enormous amount of extra income would be

about your job as well as being prepared to go the

required to compensate people for having no

extra mile to make sure you do your job to the best of

work’’ (Oswald, 2000, p. 250). 

your ability (Truss et al., 2006). This description

Throughout history, commentators have specu-

correlates well with Seijts & Crim’s definition of an

lated on the impact that advances in technology

engaged employee—which as we write is the current

would have on work patterns and in particular on

Wikipedia definition—as ‘‘a person who is fully

work hours. Benjamin Franklin’s four-hour

involved in, and enthusiastic about, his or her

working week (De Graaf et al., 2001), George

work’’ (Seijts & Crim, 2006, p. 1). Engagement, as

Bernard

Shaw’s

10-hour

working

week

a concept, is broad and encompasses emotional, 

(Hunnicutt, 1999), and John Maynard Keynes’s

cognitive, and physical elements. It is predominantly

more recent 15-hour working week (Keynes, 

a state—of mind, of being—one which drives atti-

1991) have all, however, fallen a long way short

tudes and behavior (such as loyalty, commitment, 

of the current reality. Recent studies indicate that

and effort), and which can be influenced by a broad

active adults in the developed Western economy

range of factors within the person and the working

spend approximately 1,900 hours per year at work, 

environment. It can go up and go down—and rarely

and a further 100 hours per year commuting to

remains constant. 

and from work (Ramey et al., 2006). With work

playing such a prominent role in our lives, there is

The Roots of Engagement

a genuine opportunity to have a positive impact on

The concept of employee engagement has

many people if we can understand employee

evolved from formative concepts with deep roots in

engagement better and develop reliable and effec-

individual and group psychology, most notably the

tive ways to enhance it. Leading organizations are

literature on job involvement (see, e.g., Brown, 

already recognizing the benefits of increasing

1996), ‘‘flow’’ (see, e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), 

engagement, particularly in relation to organiza-

job design (see, e.g., Parker, 2002), workplace moti-

tional performance and the bottom line, and their

vation and job satisfaction (see, e.g., Hollyforde & 

growing awareness of the concept has catapulted

Whiddett, 2002), organizational commitment (see, 

engagement up the corporate and government

e.g., Silverman, 2004), and organizational citizen-

agendas in recent years. 

ship behavior (OCB) (see, e.g., Barkworth, 2004). 

In this chapter we explore the concept of

Within the scope of this article it is not our intention

employee engagement in more detail and include a

to provide a comprehensive review of the literature

review of the ways in which engagement is typically

in these areas, as excellent summaries and texts exist

modeled and measured within organizations. 

elsewhere, as referenced above. Instead we have

We also reference the reported benefits, both for

drawn out a number of key elements with the aim

the individual and the organization, of raising

of providing a flavor of the wealth of research that

engagement levels in employee populations, and

underpins a rigorous approach to this critical area of

outline research from the field of positive psychology

human resource management. 

which we believe can play a role in helping us achieve

Engagement at work was first conceptualized by

such outcomes. 

Kahn (1990). Through his studies of work roles and

organizational socialization, he noted that ‘‘in

What Is Engagement? 

engagement, people employ and express themselves

Over the past 10 years employee engagement has

physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role

become a hot topic in corporate circles and the new

performances’’ (Kahn, 1990, p. 694). In contrast, 

buzzword and obsession of HR departments. In the

disengagement is viewed as ‘‘the decoupling of the

UK, the increased prominence of the Sunday Times’

self from the work role and involves people with-

‘‘Best Companies to Work For’’ list is just one

drawing and defending themselves during role per-

example of this. Most organizations are actively

formance’’ (May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004, p. 12). 

working to improve engagement (IRS, 2004); 

As a concept, job involvement—the first under-

some have engagement models; many have a

pinning concept—is defined as ‘‘the degree to which

dedicated engagement champion. 

the job situation is central to the person and his [or
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her] identity’’ (Lawler & Hall, 1970, pp. 310–311). 

‘‘satisfaction’’ or ‘‘motivation’’ alone. It is, after all, 

May et al.’s (2004) view is that engagement is per-

possible to feel motivated by one’s work, without

haps best seen as an antecedent to job involvement

feeling any great sense of commitment to one’s

in that individuals who experience deep engagement

organization—commitment being an important

in their roles should come to identify with their jobs. 

component of engagement. Jones & Harter (2005)

Conceptualized by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as a

note that while satisfaction and engagement are both

state of mind, ‘‘flow’’—the second underpinning

often correlates of positive organizational outcomes, 

concept—is measured primarily as cognitive invol-

engagement is a direct antecedent of satisfaction. 

vement and absorption with an activity, one in

Finally, in looking at the organizational commit-

which there is little distinction between the self

ment and organizational citizenship behavior litera-

and the (work) environment. In this sense, it is an

ture—the remaining underpinning concepts—it is

important component of engagement, but just

clear that while these are both important elements of

one component. As Kahn (1990) argues, deep

engagement, engagement is more than each of these

engagement involves not just cognitive absorption, 

concepts alone. Schmidt (2004) views engagement

but emotional and physical connection too. 

as bringing satisfaction and commitment together, 

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) take Kahn’s and

with satisfaction addressing more of an emotional or

Csikszentmihalyi’s ideas further. They too concep-

attitudinal element, and commitment the motiva-

tualize engagement as a state of mind, but one ‘‘that

tional and physical elements. Meere (2005) points

is persistent and pervasive, [but] that is not focused

out the importance of organizations looking beyond

on any particular object, event, individual, or beha-

commitment to strive to improve engagement, as it

viour’’ (p. 295). They go on to suggest that this state

is engagement that defines employees’ willingness to

‘‘is characterised by vigor, dedication, and absorp-

go above and beyond designated job responsibilities

tion’’ (p. 295)—the latter of which differs from

to promote the organization’s success. This links

Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of ‘‘flow’’ in that it is

closely to organizational citizenship behavior, 

more pervasive and persistent, as opposed to optimal

which in turn links very strongly to engagement as

and short-term. 

it focuses on securing commitment and involvement

The next three underpinning concepts of job

beyond contractual obligations—often referred to as

design, workplace motivation, and job satisfaction

discretionary effort or ‘‘going the extra mile’’ in

were studied in some detail throughout the 20th

layman’s terms. 

century. One culmination of this work was

In summary, engagement has evolved into what

Hackman et al.’s (1975) Job Characteristics Model, 

has become largely a practitioner-led concept, which

in which five ‘‘core job characteristics’’ were identi-

encompasses elements of both individual (e.g., 

fied, namely skill variety, task identity, task signifi-

personal satisfaction, absorption, and meaning) and

cance, autonomy, and feedback from the job. 

organizational (e.g., employee motivation, employee

Within their model, the core job characteristics pro-

commitment) interest. The multi-dimensional

duce critical psychological states, which in turn are

nature of engagement is now widely accepted, 

believed to influence three outcomes: motivation, 

although there is still some controversy about the

satisfaction, and work performance. While their

nature of the different individual components. 

somewhat dated framework has been criticized, it

Maslach and Leiter (1997), for example, portray

has stood the test of time and empirical scrutiny well. 

engagement as a polar opposite of burnout, with

In our view, the elements that Hackman et al. iden-

components consisting of energy, involvement, and

tified as being important job characteristics, in par-

efficacy. Truss et al. (2006), by contrast, make a clear

ticular those which lead to experienced meaning at

differentiation between three different components

work (skill variety, task identity, and task signifi-

of engagement: emotional (being very involved in

cance), cannot be ignored when considering

one’s work), cognitive (focusing very hard while at

employee engagement in its broadest sense. 

work), and physical (being willing to ‘‘go the extra

As May et al. (2004) note, restoration of meaning

mile’’ for your employer). 

is often seen as a method to foster an employee’s

As a concept, engagement is, without doubt, 

motivation and attachment to work, both in them-

important, which perhaps explains the increasing

selves important components of engagement. 

interest it has attracted over recent years. This is

In terms of outcomes, what is also clear from looking

due, in part, to the fact that disengagement, or

across the breadth of the literature is that engage-

alienation, is central to the problem of workers’

ment is a much broader and deeper concept than

lack of commitment and motivation (Aktouf, 
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1992). The development of a coherent approach to

Conference Board, a prestigious, non-profit busi-

looking at engagement as a concept has not been

ness membership and research organization

helped by the fact that, perhaps unsurprisingly, the

located in the United States, conducted a review

terms ‘‘engagement,’’ ‘‘satisfaction,’’ ‘‘commitment,’’

of twelve major studies on employee engagement

and ‘‘motivation’’ are often, in our experience, used

and came up with a blended definition of

interchangeably. This, in turn, has brought incon-

employee engagement as ‘‘a heightened emotional

sistency to the way employee engagement as a

connection that an employee feels for his or her

unique and robust concept is defined, measured, 

organization that influences him or her to exert

and ‘‘driven’’ within organizations. In our view, this

greater discretionary effort to his or her work’’

makes the development of a practical, coherent, and

(Soldati, 2007). While it is hard to argue against

consistent approach to engagement all the more

such benefits, our view is that such a narrow focus

urgent. In the next section we aim to begin that

omits the important benefits that can also accrue

process by looking in more detail at how

for individual employees as a result of increased

engagement is best defined. 

levels of engagement. It is for this reason that we

have defined engagement as ‘‘the extent to which

Defining Engagement

employees thrive at work, are committed to their

Beyond Truss et al.’s (2006) earlier definition, 

employer, and are motivated to do their best, for

our review of the literature has yielded a broad range

the benefit of themselves and their organisation’’

of definitions for engagement, as summarized in

(Stairs, Galpin, Page, & Linley, 2006). As well as

Table 13.1. 

highlighting the mutually beneficial nature of

Many definitions focus on the organizational

engagement for individuals and organizations

benefits that accrue through increased levels

alike, this definition places the experience of

of engagement. In 2006, for example, the

‘‘thriving at work’’ very deliberately at the heart

Table 13.1 Definitions of employee engagement

The degree to which employees bring their personal identity and self into their work performance. (Kahn, 1990) (Engaged performance is) a result that is achieved by stimulating employees’ enthusiasm for their work and directing it toward organisational success. (HayGroup, 2001)

The extent to which employees put discretionary effort into their work, in the form of extra time, brainpower, and energy. 

True engagement is employees’ willingness and ability to contribute to company success. (Towers Perrin, 2003) The extent to which employees commit to something or someone in their organization, and how hard they work and how long they stay as a result of that commitment. (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004) The state in which individuals are emotionally and intellectually committed to the organization or group, as measured by three primary behaviors of ‘‘say’’ (speaking positively about the organization), ‘‘stay’’ (having an intense desire to be a member of the organization, despite opportunities to work elsewhere), and ‘‘strive’’ (exerting extra effort and exhibiting behaviors that contribute to business success). (Hewitt, 2004)

The extent to which employees identify with, are motivated by, and are willing to expend extra effort for their employer. 

(ISR, 2004)

A positive attitude held by the employee toward the organization and its values. An engaged employee is aware of business context and works with colleagues to improve performance within the job for the benefit of the organization. 

(Robinson, Perryman, & Hayday, 2004)

A positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption. (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004)

The extent to which people enjoy and believe in what they do, and feel valued for doing it. (DDI, 2005a) The extent to which individuals are committed to their organization and its bottom line, have pride and job ownership, and put forth more discretionary effort in terms of time and energy. (DDI, 2005b) The involvement with and enthusiasm for work. (Gallup reported in Vance, 2006) The extent to which employees are motivated to contribute to organizational success, and are willing to apply discretionary effort (extra time, brainpower and effort) to accomplishing tasks that are important to the achievement of organizational goals. (Kenexa reported in Vance, 2006)

(An engaged employee is) a person who is fully involved in, and enthusiastic about, his or her work. (Seijts & Crim, 2006) The extent to which employees thrive at work, are committed to their employer, and are motivated to do their best, for the benefit of themselves and their organization. (Stairs, Galpin, Page, & Linley, 2006) 158
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of our approach. While it is important to maintain

work’’ (BSI Consulting, 2006, p. 2). This view is

integrity by retaining alignment with research

substantiated by Ellis & Sorensen (2007) who high-

from the roots of industrial/occupational psy-

light the inconsistency of using the term ‘‘engage-

chology, our view is that the concept has to

ment’’ to refer to attitudes or to employee

evolve to accommodate new and emerging

perceptions of specific elements of their work envir-

approaches and HR practices. As Seligman notes, 

onment or benefits which they feel have little to do

the science of positive psychology, through its

with engagement. 

mission to assess and build human strengths

The increasing confusion in the way that

(Keyes & Haidt, 2003, p. xix), aims to help

engagement is defined and measured can, in part, 

people live and flourish rather than merely exist

be attributed to an increasing trend in the engage-

(Keyes & Haidt, 2003, p. 3). Flourishing should

ment market toward the development of statisti-

not just be something that happens outside of

cally driven measures in which there is little or no

work-time, at weekends, or during vacation

differentiation between items that measure engage-

periods. 

ment or its outcomes and those that measure what

we would consider to be the drivers of engage-

Modeling Engagement

ment. In addition, as the concept has become

As the concept of engagement has grown and

more fashionable it has also become increasingly

expanded, it has evolved to the point that there

used in other contexts, for example as part of

now exist many competing frameworks and defi-

branding, communication, or PR-led initiatives. 

nitions (CLC, 2004). Many of the large consul-

In the absence of a clear and consistent approach

tancy houses have developed their own models

to the concept of employee engagement, our con-

and approaches (see, e.g., HayGroup, 2001, p. 7; 

cern is that organizations, and consequently indi-

CLC, 2004, p. 11; IES in Robinson et al., 2004, 

viduals, may fail to unlock the best that work in

p. 22; ISR, 2004, p. 3; Towers Perrin, 2005b, 

this area can deliver. 

p. 1; Truss et al., 2006, p. 2; Penna, 2007, 

One of the ways in which we see the confusion

p. 22); this presents a number of challenges

around the concept of engagement manifesting

particularly for practitioners trying to choose

itself is in the confounding of variables which we

between advisers or suppliers. As some commen-

would see as quite distinct. A fundamental

tators report, big (as in most widely used and

building block of our own understanding of

publicized) does not automatically equate to

employee engagement is that the construct of

better (see e.g., Higgins & Cohen, 2007). 

‘‘engagement’’ is primarily an individual and sub-

The Australian firm BSI Consulting highlights

jective experience. In our view it is therefore

the challenge that the rise of competing approaches

important to separate, as clearly as is possible, 

has brought, particularly when it comes to enabling

this experience from the factors that have an influ-

robust cross-referencing between studies to be

ence on it, and the factors that are influenced by it. 

undertaken. They note that the term ‘‘engagement’’

As shown in Figure 13.1, we consider the

is now used ‘‘to refer to a surprising broad array of

‘‘drivers’’ of engagement, and the ‘‘outcomes’’ of

employee attitudes [and] has been used quite incon-

engagement to be distinct from, although related

sistently by the various research institutes, con-

to, how engaged the person feels. This is important

sulting companies, and their clients.’’ ‘‘We need,’’

conceptually, but particularly so when it comes to

the report goes on, ‘‘to clarify and differentiate the

the practicalities of measurement. 

construct of ‘‘engagement’’ as opposed to other

Although this is a somewhat basic model, we have

employee attitudes in order to be able to paint a

found this differentiation helpful in our own work

proper picture of the emotional reality of people at

around employee engagement. We believe that

EXPERIENCE OF

DRIVERS

OUTCOMES

ENGAGEMENT

The factors that increase, or

The thoughts and feelings

Individual and organisational

decrease, how engaged

held about the work

consequences of the

someone feels 

over a set period of time

engagement level experienced

Figure 13.1 The engagement chain. 
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maintaining a clear distinction between these dif-

a simple model with a straightforward structure has

ferent factors is a helpful step forward for both

many advantages for practical implementation. 

practice and research. 

We are clear that the pursuit of happiness at, or

through, work is a valuable goal in itself. It is surely

From Engagement to Happiness

in the employees’ interest to be truly happy in their

A further opportunity that we see to move work

work, rather than just engaged with it. Indeed, a

in employee engagement forward is to broaden the

review of research into the happiness-success rela-

scope of the concept. In fact, our own approach

tionship by Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005)

has increasingly drawn upon the parallels that we

found that happy people tend to have more suc-

see between the concepts of employee engagement

cessful careers and better health—clearly outcomes

and employee happiness. Both can be seen as a

which employers are likely to benefit from. 

subjective experience, which can go up and down

Furthermore, the three aspects of our model of

as a result of any number of different influences. 

positive engagement have each been shown to have

Critically, we believe that a broader focus which

associations with valued outcomes. We will take a

reflects a workplace happiness model will be ben-

brief look at each in turn. 

eficial for both organizations and individuals. 

Although the number of organizations expressing

Enjoyment

a serious interest in the concept of employee

The ‘‘enjoyment’’ aspect of the model is the

happiness is, in our experience, still relatively

extent to which the individual employee enjoys

small, we believe that work in the happiness

their work and experiences positive emotions (e.g., 

domain raises some important questions for

joy, enthusiasm, contentment, interest, etc.) in the

employee engagement strategies. 

course of, or in relation to, their work. 

At the highest level, our own interest in employee

Such feelings have been shown to have a wide

engagement is in helping individual workers to have

range of beneficial implications for us as individuals. 

the most positive experience of their work, and

Through her broaden-and-build theory, Barbara

organizations to get the best possible results through

Fredrickson (e.g., 2001) has described how positive

their employees’ contribution. Drawing upon the

emotions help us to broaden our attention and

parallels that we see between employee engagement

thinking, overcome the stresses of negative emo-

and happiness at work, we have developed a model

tions, build our resilience and skills, and trigger an

of ‘‘positive engagement’’ which, as shown in

upward spiral toward better well-being. Specific stu-

Figure 13.2, includes three elements at its core—

dies have shown positive emotions to predict a range

enjoyment, challenge, and meaning. These dimen-

of desirable outcomes, including creativity (Isen, 

sions, which together form the experience of positive

Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987), improvement in

engagement, broadly reflect the three pathways to

immune function (Davidson et al., 2003), and

happiness described by Seligman (2003), which each

enhanced life expectancy (Danner, Snowdon, & 

contribute to overall happiness. We believe that such

Friesen, 2001). Given that most people spend a

Figure 13.2 A model of positive

Internal Drivers

engagement. 

ENJOYMENT

CHALLENGE

External

Outcomes

Drivers
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significant proportion of their waking lives at work, 

are typically reported after such peak experiences, 

the workplace provides one of the greatest opportu-

they tend not to be enjoyable in the moment. 

nities for people to experience positive emotions and

However, in addition to producing positive emo-

benefit from its effects. 

tions after the event, flow experiences are likely to

Organizations are increasingly recognizing that

be aligned to high productivity and a sense of

they too can benefit from higher levels of employee

achievement in work contexts. It is interesting to

positivity, and for good reason. Research has shown

note that workers who undertake activities which

positive emotions to be a critical element in the

give them immediate pleasure may appear happier

successful functioning of teams and workgroups

than those who are engaged in the hard work of

(Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). Within business

stretching and developing themselves. However, 

teams, higher levels of expressed positivity among

research indicates that it is those people who work

group members have also been linked to long-range

on developing their skills and potential who are more

indicators of business success (Losada & Heaphy, 

satisfied with their lives (Huta, Park, Peterson, & 

2004). Furthermore, analyses of data from 2000

Seligman, 2003). Indeed, challenge plays a key role

British employees found that positive emotions had

in facilitating personal growth, provided of course

a stronger association with a range of performance

that the challenge offers stretch and can be overcome

indicators than negative emotions did (Marks, 

successfully, while not being so great that it leads to

2006). In fact, analysis in this CIPD study showed

stress and disengagement. Csikszentmihalyi writes

that positive emotions had more than twice the

about the importance of ‘‘optimal experience’’ as a

impact of negative emotions on factors such as loy-

key motivator for us as human beings. ‘‘In this

alty, performance, and cognitive engagement. 

growth of the self’’ he writes, ‘‘lies the key to flow

As Marks (2006) notes, ‘‘while one wouldn’t advo-

activities’’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 74). 

cate ignoring negative feedback, organizations might

As Samuel Smiles commented in 1859, ‘‘it is

create more impact by promoting a climate that

doubtful whether any heavier curse could be

fosters positive emotions at work’’ (p. 7). 

imposed on man than the complete gratification

An important point to note is that in advocating

of all his wishes without effort on his part.’’

attention be paid to positive emotions, we are not

(Smiles, 1897). 

saying that teams should be working in environ-

ments which are free from challenge or negativity. 

Meaning

Research very clearly suggests that there needs to be a

The third dimension of our positive engagement

balance of positive and appropriate negative emo-

model is the extent to which the employee has a

tions, of between 3:1 and 12:1 positive to negative, 

sense of meaning and purpose in what they do, and a

in order for the beneficial results to hold

belief that they are serving something bigger than

(Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). As Page and Boyle

themselves. Of course, the places where an indivi-

(2005) note, too much positivity at work may be

dual finds such meaning can vary significantly, and

great fun, but the work doesn’t get done! 

such feelings are not confined to those of us who do

the more socially desirable jobs. Employees doing

Challenge

‘‘dirty work’’ (Hughes, 1951) such as public toilet

The second element of the positive engagement

cleaning or refuse collecting seem to be just as able to

model is described as ‘‘challenge.’’ This factor pro-

find meaning in their work. In fact, research has

vides a degree of balance to the enjoyment aspect, 

shown that around one-third of workers, across a

and is concerned with the extent to which employees

whole range of different occupations, view their job

feel they are stretched by their work and developing

or career as a ‘‘calling’’ (where they see their work as

through it. We include within this dimension the

fulfilling and socially useful) with a further third

extent to which the person feels absorbed in their

each seeing their work as a ‘‘job’’ (a necessity which

work, the degree to which they experience a sense of

provides financial reward) or a ‘‘career’’ (a way to

achievement, and feelings of flow. 

advancement) (Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & 

The state of ‘‘flow,’’ as described earlier, is the

Schwartz, 1997; Hall & Chandler, 2005). 

experience of being lost in an activity to the extent

People with a work-related calling tend to have

that your senses of self and time are lost

more rewarding relationships at work, and are more

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). While experiencing it, 

likely to have stronger overall identification, more

one’s attention is completely focused on the task in

faith and trust of management, and more commit-

a non-emotional way. Although positive emotions

ment to the team itself. The research is clear that
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people who are in jobs that are personally mean-

of their engaged colleagues on a daily basis. A more

ingful are more engaged than those who are not. 

passive, less actively destructive description of the

Given our broader aims of helping employees to

latter group is employees who are ‘‘physically present

be at their best for the benefit of themselves and their

but psychologically absent.’’

organizations, we would suggest that the three

Using this classification, recent studies suggest

aspects of this positive engagement model—enjoy-

just 19 percent of employees are highly engaged in

ment, challenge, and meaning—represent a helpful

their work, while 19 percent are actively disen-

broadening of the engagement concept. There are

gaged. The remainder are in the middle, neither

some further parallels with happiness that we would

engaged nor disengaged. Of particular interest is

see as particularly helpful to increasing levels of

that engagement among the under-35’s population

engagement, which we will discuss later in this

is significantly lower than in the over-35’s (Truss

chapter. 

et al., 2006). This could have significant and wide-

spread implications for both the employment land-

Measuring Engagement

scape and organizational productivity in the

Although engagement is often not considered

future. 

as an academic construct, some work has been

While these results need to be treated with a

undertaken to develop a robust measurement of

degree of caution given the inherent inconsisten-

workplace engagement. Schaufeli & Bakker

cies in the way different studies define and measure

(2004), in their work on engagement and

engagement, they clearly indicate that there is a

burnout, operationalized their concept of engage-

significant pool of incumbent talent which

ment through the Utrecht Work Engagement

remains underutilized within UK, and indeed

Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 

global organizations. We are not just referring to

2006). Much of the recently published work on

the missed opportunity of not making best use of

engagement has been undertaken by consultan-

those employees who are actively disengaged. 

cies and survey houses through which numerous

Perhaps more significantly, we are referring to the

studies have been conducted measuring engage-

underutilization of, and dormant potential within, 

ment levels at a particular point in time among a

the sizeable ‘‘middle band’’ of employees, those

defined population. Beyond publicly available

who are neither highly engaged nor actively

studies, many private and public-sector organiza-

disengaged. 

tions conduct their own annual surveys through

The scale of workplace dissatisfaction has been

which they measure some elements of engage-

highlighted through a number of recent studies. It

ment across their employee population, and

is estimated that around 20 percent of UK employees

through which they might go on to identify

are unhappy at work (Chiumento, 2007) with

improvement areas to work on over a subsequent

between 30 and 40 percent of employees actively

period of time. 

considering alternative employment opportunities

Kahn (1990) was one of the first psychologists to

(YouGov IiP Survey reported in Personnel Today, 

measure engagement. He drew on studies of work

2005b; Watson Wyatt, 2005). The outlook, if any-

roles and organizational socialization to investigate

thing, is that the situation is getting worse rather than

the degree to which people ‘‘occupy’’ job roles, 

better. A recent study by Mercer (2005), for example, 

bringing their personal identity and self into their

suggests that job satisfaction of UK workers declined

work performance. He used the terms ‘‘personal

10 percent between 2002 and 2005, while commit-

engagement’’ and ‘‘personal disengagement’’ to

ment—an important outcome of engagement—

represent two ends of a continuum. 

declined 5 percent over the same period. 

The majority of recent studies report engagement

Two recent studies highlight the negative

levels using a three-category classification system of

impact a lack of workforce engagement might

highly engaged or ‘‘true believers’’ in CLC terms

have on the UK economy. Firstly, Gallup esti-

(CLC, 2004), engaged (or ‘‘agnostics’’), and actively

mates active disengagement costs the UK economy

disengaged (or ‘‘disaffected’’). Meere (2005), refer-

between £37.2bn and £38.9bn per year, due to

encing Gallup definitions, describes these in more

low employee retention, high absentee levels, and

detail, differentiating between highly engaged

low

productivity

(Flade, 

2003). 

Secondly, 

employees as being those who drive and move the

HayGroup reports that UK workers believe they

organization forward, and actively disengaged

would be as much as 45 percent more productive if

employees as being those who undermine the work

they were doing a job they loved, and 28 percent
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more productive with better training, equating to

highlight, there are important humanistic reasons

£340bn and £212bn added output per year

for doing so too. 

(HayGroup’s ‘‘What’s My Motivation?’’ study

reported in ConsultantNews.com, 2006). 

The Impact of Engagement

These estimates do, of course, need to be treated

Building on earlier studies that show a relation-

with a fair degree of caution, given that they are

ship between positive human resource management, 

based on predicted improvements rather than mea-

job satisfaction, and business performance (see, e.g., 

sured ones. That aside, all of this adds up to quite a

Spector, 1997; Judge et al., 2001; Purcell et al., 

negative picture. Alternatively, it can—and indeed

2003), recent studies have consistently demon-

should—be viewed as an opportunity. As we high-

strated a positive association between employee

light in the next section, organizations that are

engagement and a wide range of key organizational

willing and able to embark on the journey of

performance indicators, as detailed in Table 13.2. 

increasing employee engagement can expect to reap

Higher levels of engagement are associated with

significant bottom-line benefits. As we also

reduced absenteeism, greater employee retention, 

Table 13.2 Driving organizational performance through employee engagement Engagement drives employee well-being and attendance

On average, engaged employees miss <3 days of work per year, c.f. >6 days of work for actively disengaged employees (Flade, 2003)

Employees with a higher level of emotional attachment took 4 fewer days sick leave than those who were actively disengaged, equating to c.£4,500 per employee per year (Gallup reported in People Management, 2004) In one Fortune 100 manufacturing company, absenteeism in low engagement teams averaged 8%, c.f. 4.8% in high engagement teams (DDI, c.2005a)

Engagement drives employee retention

Actively disengaged employees (48%) are 10 times more likely to say they will leave their organization within a year than their more engaged colleagues (4%) (Flade, 2003)

Average 4% difference in employee turnover between organizations in the top and bottom quartiles on employee engagement, equating to c.$120,000 per business unit per year (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002)

Employees who are most committed are up to 87% less likely to leave their organization (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004)

Engaged employees are 33% less likely to leave an organization within the next year: 55% of employees with low engagement levels are likely to leave, c.f. 22% of employees with high engagement levels (DDI, c.2005b) A 10% improvement in commitment can decrease an employee’s probability of leaving the organization by 9% (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004)

In one Fortune 100 manufacturing company, turnover in low engagement teams averaged 14.5%, c.f. 4.1% in high engagement teams (DDI, c.2005a)

59% of highly engaged employees planned to stay with their current employer, c.f. 24% of disengaged employees (Towers Perrin Global Workforce Study reported in Towers Perrin, 2005a)

Across Europe, 3% of highly engaged employees intend to change organization, compared to 11% of moderately engaged, and 35% among disengaged staff (Towers Perrin Global Workforce Study (Europe) reported in Towers Perrin, 2006) Engagement drives effort and employee performance

Employees who are most committed perform 20% better, and give a 57% increase in discretionary effort (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004)

A 10% improvement in commitment can increase an employee’s effort by 6% and an employee’s performance by 2%

(Corporate Leadership Council, 2004)

In one services organization, 99% of highly engaged employees achieved an average of 99% of their sales goals, c.f. 91% for disengaged sales representatives (DDI, c.2005a)

Engagement drives quality

In one Fortune 100 manufacturing company, quality errors stood at 5,658 for the low-engagement group, c.f. 52 for the high engagement group (DDI, c.2005a)

continued
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Table 13.2 continued

Engagement drives sales performance

Business units in the top quartile on employee engagement averaged $80,000 to $120,000 higher sales revenue per month, equating to substantial annual revenue for most organizations (Harter et al., 2003; Harter et al., 2002) Professionals in the five most engaged offices in a professional services firm generated 43% more revenue per consultant (HayGroup, 2001)

A one-point increase in employee commitment can lead to a monthly increase of up to £200,000 in sales per store (Barber, Hayday, & Bevan, 1999)

Engagement drives income and turnover

Firms with high employee satisfaction outperformed the average rise in net income in their industry over a 12-month period by 6%, c.f. firms with low levels of satisfaction underperformed by 9% (ISR reported in People Management, 2005)

Companies with high engagement levels achieved 19.2% improvement in operating income and 13.2% improvement in net income, c.f. 32.7% and 3.8% (respectively) decline in companies with low engagement levels (ISR, 2006) A significant improvement in employee engagement for a typical S&P 500 organization is associated with a $95 million increase in revenue (Watson Wyatt 2006/2007 WorkUSA Survey reported in Watson Wyatt, 2007) Engagement drives profit

Firms with engagement levels above their industry sector’s average outperformed their peer group, on aggregate, by 17% in terms of operating margin (Towers Perrin European Talent Survey detailed in Towers Perrin, 2005b and reported in Personnel Today, 2004)

Business units in the top quartile on employee engagement averaged 1% to 4% higher profitability, equating to success or failure for most businesses (Harter et al., 2003; Harter et al., 2002)

A 5% increase in engagement forecasts a 0.7% increase in operating margin (Towers Perrin, 2005b) Firms with ‘‘above average’’ levels of engagement saw profits rise by 2.06% and operating margin rise by 3.74% over a 36-month period, c.f. 1.38% fall in profits and 2.01% fall in operating margin for firms with low levels of engagement (ISR, 2004 reported in Personnel Today, 2005a and HRLook, 2005)

Engagement drives customer satisfaction

There is a 2.9% difference in customer satisfaction between organizations in the top and bottom quartiles on employee engagement, equating to $millions sales revenue per organization per year (Harter et al., 2003; Harter et al., 2002) Engagement drives EPS and shareholder return

In companies where 60% to 70% of employees were engaged, average total shareholder return stood at 24.2%, c.f. 9.1% in companies where 49% to 60% of employees were engaged (Hewitt, 2004 reported in DDI, c.2005a) Companies with high engagement levels achieved 27.8% improvement in earnings per share, c.f. 11.2% decline in companies with low engagement levels (ISR, 2006)

Engagement drives business growth and success

Engagement scores are 21% higher in double-digit vs. single-digit growth companies (Hewitt, 2004 reported in DDI, c.2005a)

increased

employee

effort

and

productivity, 

Board, concludes that employee engagement is a

improved quality and reduced error rates, increased

very significant factor for organizations. She esti-

sales, increased income and turnover, higher profit-

mates that while differences vary from study to

ability, enhanced customer satisfaction and loyalty, 

study, highly engaged employees outperform their

greater EPS and shareholder return, faster business

disengaged counterparts by 20–28 percentage

growth, and higher likelihood of business success. 

points, supporting the mounting evidence that

Engaged employees are also more likely to promote

high levels of employee engagement correlate with

their organization as an employer of choice. Harter

increased

individual, 

group, 

and

corporate

et al. (2003) note that satisfying basic human needs

performance. 

in the workplace, such as clarifying desired outcomes

On first impressions that looks like quite a list. 

and increasing opportunity for individual fulfillment

However, with the exception of the peer-reviewed

and growth, can contribute to organizational success

research by Harter et al. (2003), which is based on

(see also Wagner & Harter, 2006). Soldati (2007), 

data from nearly 8,000 separate business units in 36

in her review of the research by The Conference

companies, and the study by the Corporate
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Leadership Council (Corporate Leadership Council, 

employee population. As Tansley et al. (2007)

2004), which is based on a sample of over 50,000

note, recruitment of individuals, in itself, is not

employees from 59 organizations across 14 indus-

enough. Developing, managing, and retaining

tries in 30 countries, these findings come with a

those individuals as part of a planned strategy for

caveat. Much of the research conducted to date

talent is of equal importance. 

involves small sample sizes. Furthermore, most stu-

dies have been published by consultancy houses

Driving Engagement

operating in the engagement arena with a vested

Through our review of the literature on employee

interest in proving the benefits of their approach

engagement, it has become apparent that relatively

and associated interventions. This does not mean

little has been written about how organizations, and

the studies should be disregarded, rather that they

individuals, can increase levels of engagement in a

should be treated with caution. 

practical way. This is somewhat surprising given the

Clearly these organizational benefits can only

benefits that can come from such increases. 

occur through the efforts of individual employees, 

However, most engagement models do make refer-

which makes employee retention a particularly cri-

ence to engagement ‘‘drivers’’ although, as the CIPD

tical issue for employers. A number of recent studies

note, there is no definitive all-purpose list (CIPD, 

have provided some indication of the scale of this

2007). A number of studies have suggested key

particular challenge. A recent survey of 250 HR

drivers—factors that have the greatest impact on

professionals in the UK, for example, revealed that

engagement levels (see, e.g., Robinson et al., 2004; 

41 percent cite the retention of key staff to be their

CLC, 2004; Towers Perrin, 2004; Mercer, 2005; 

organization’s most critical issue (RightCoutts

Best Companies, 2007; Truss et al., 2006). 

reported in Personnel Today, 2006a). To reinforce

Consolidated lists which aggregate key drivers by

the point still further, the Chartered Institute of

looking across multiple studies have also begun to

Personnel and Development reports that 84 percent

appear (see, e.g., The Conference Board reported in

of organizations reported difficulties recruiting and

Soldati, 2007). There is, however, relatively little

78 percent (up from 69 percent in 2005) reported

guidance given to the HR practitioner about how

difficulties retaining employees

during 2006

they can then use these identified themes to instigate

(CIPD, 2007). 

a positive movement in engagement levels. 

At the individual level, there is relatively little

Furthermore, we urge caution in interpretation of

empirical evidence to support the personal value of

many of these studies for the same reasons outlined

engagement. There is, however, general agreement

earlier in this chapter, and in particular because of

on the positive individual benefits that accrue from

the confounding of different components of

higher levels of engagement. May et al., for example, 

engagement. 

see engagement as important as it ‘‘serves to fulfil the

In our own model of positive engagement we

human spirit at work’’ (May et al., 2004, p. 12). 

have taken a more person-centered approach when

Britt, Adler, and Barton (2001), in a more specific

considering what drives engagement. In particular, 

study of U.S. peacekeeping soldiers in Bosnia

we have again drawn inspiration from research in the

revealed that being engaged in meaningful work

positive psychology movement. 

was associated with both personality hardiness and

longer-term benefits from the deployment months

The ‘‘Engagement Equation’’

after it was over. As May et al. note, such outcomes

In reviewing research on the causes of sustained

give credence to the argument that leaders, man-

happiness, Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade

agers, and researchers of organizations should be

(2005) note that genetics account for approximately

concerned with the engagement of employees in

50 percent of the variation seen in the population, 

work, not just for practical, but also humanistic

and that the circumstances in which people live

reasons (May et al., 2004, p. 13). 

account for around 10 percent. The remaining

For many organizations, moving beyond a reli-

40 percent is down to volitional activity. This equa-

ance on the traditional model of employee motiva-

tion has been coined the ‘‘happiness formula’’

tion—which relied heavily on tangibles like financial

(Seligman, 2003). Essentially, this formula sets out

reward, benefits, and prospects—is a real challenge. 

the key drivers (or perhaps meta-drivers) of happi-

By not embarking on the journey to engage

ness. Given the parallels we have previously drawn

employees, however, organizations risk not making

between happiness and engagement, this leads us to

full use of the incumbent talent within their

consider what the equivalent formula might be for
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employee engagement—the ‘‘engagement equa-

Internal vs. External Drivers of Engagement

tion,’’ if you like. We would suggest the following:

The engagement equation that we propose above

includes two distinct routes to increasing (or

Positive Engagement ¼ Work Context þ Engagency þ

decreasing) levels of employee engagement—work

Individual Thoughts & Actions

context and the individual’s thoughts and actions. 

These may be considered simply as ‘‘internal’’ and

In the apparent absence of anything to suggest other-

‘‘external’’ drivers, as shown in Figure 13.2. If we

wise, we would argue that the meta-drivers of posi-

assume the same proportions of influence that

tive

engagement

might

be

the

same

core

Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) describe in relation to

components as those in the happiness formula—

happiness, then we would anticipate that the

that is, a set point, contextual factors, and things

internal drivers have four times the level of influence

within the employee’s own control. If that is so, then

of the external drivers. Clearly the work context is

it puts a clear emphasis on the role of the individual

somewhat different to life in a wider sense, and so

in achieving sustainable levels of engagement, as two

the relative proportions of influence may prove to be

of the three components (set-point and volitional

very different to those that hold for happiness in

activity) rest with the person. Indeed, if the variance

people’s wider lives. However, there have so far

explained by these factors is broadly consistent with

been relatively few studies examining the propor-

those described in relation to happiness then it

tional influences on happiness at work (Warr, 

would set a very low ceiling on the potential for

2007). Given this lack of domain-specific research, 

organizations to influence engagement levels

and the empirical support from wider contexts, we

through the changing of the employee work context

would suggest that it is prudent to work on the basis

such as pay, working environment, and develop-

that the positive engagement equation holds to

ment opportunities. This, in turn, suggests that

broadly the same ratios as the happiness formula. 

organizations may need to think somewhat differ-

It is interesting, therefore, to note that many of

ently about their strategies for raising levels of

the drivers of engagement that are discussed in the

engagement. 

literature are effectively ‘‘external drivers,’’ as we

One clear implication of the comparison we are

would categorize them in our model of positive

making here is that a large part of how engaged an

engagement. There is little attention, certainly expli-

employee is might be due to their set point—which

citly, given to the impact that ‘‘internal drivers’’ can

we refer to as ‘‘engagency’’ (i.e., the individual’s

have on the degree of engagement that individual

predisposition to be engaged). At present there is a

workers feel. Clearly all the various contextual and

notable shortage of research or comment on the

environmental factors relating to an individual’s

possibility that there are such individual differences

work will have a bearing on their engagement, and

in employee engagement. Naturally, however, such a

we would certainly encourage organizations to con-

notion may lead organizations to consider including

tinue their efforts to improve the circumstances in

an assessment of engagement potential in their selec-

which their employees work. However, we would

tion processes. In fact, this is an approach advocated

suggest that a more person-centered approach could

by the consultancy DDI, who have identified six

lead to more significant gains for the employee and

personality characteristics which they claim predict

employer. Below we will address both the internal

candidates’ likelihood to be engaged—adaptability, 

and external drivers separately before highlighting

passion for work, emotional maturity, positive dis-

some of the potential interactions between the two, 

position, self-efficacy, and achievement orientation

where perhaps the greatest opportunities for organi-

(McGee, 2006). 

zations lie. 

While organizations may be able to select new

employees for their potential to be engaged, such a

External Drivers of Engagement

strategy is clearly unlikely to lead to significant

Although we have suggested that external drivers

change in the short term. Indeed, we recognize that

of engagement (i.e., the circumstances in which

many practitioners will be uncomfortable with the

someone conducts their work) have the smallest

notion of selecting for engagement at all. Hence, our

impact on how engaged someone feels with their

focus for the remainder of this chapter is on the other

work—perhaps accounting for around 10 percent

elements of the engagement equation, those that

of the variance in total engagement levels—we

may be able to induce a within-person change in

believe they are still very worthy of our attention. 

engagement. 

Research suggests that only small increases in
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engagement levels may be able to produce significant

to others in the organization and minimum

and valuable gains in desirable results such as pro-

personal/society standards). In their report, they

ductivity (see, e.g., Soldati, 2007). Given that these

highlight the particularly strong impact that an

external drivers are generally more within the direct

absence of perceived equity can have on employee

control of the organization, and in some cases can

enthusiasm. This raises the question for us as to

influence large numbers of the employee population, 

whether certain factors in the working context may

it can be well worth making efforts to create a

in fact have more of a derailing influence on engage-

positive working context. 

ment. Perhaps such mechanisms work in almost the

The question of which factors are the most

opposite way to the vitamin analogy (Warr, 2007) in

important external drivers of engagement is a diffi-

that an absence of such factors does not increase

cult one to answer. It would appear to us that the

engagement but the presence of them (e.g., bullying

majority of engagement drivers highlighted by prac-

or harassment) can have a strong and detrimental

titioner-led models tend to be external to the

effect. 

employee themselves. However, these tend to have

some of the limitations discussed previously. A look

Internal Drivers of Engagement

at the literature on happiness at work produces a

Through the course of our work we have fre-

different list which we would suggest is more

quently met people who are highly engaged with

helpful. Warr (2007) describes nine primary factors

what they do despite less than ‘‘ideal’’ circumstances. 

of the work environment which have been shown to

Conversely, we have also encountered many people

correlate with happiness. These are: (1) opportunity

who have a distinct lack of engagement despite

for personal control; (2) opportunity for skill use; 

working in environments that other people would

(3) externally generated goals; (4) variety; (5) envir-

be desperate to be part of. While some of these

onmental clarity (e.g., clarity of job requirements or

individual differences may be due to variance in

opportunity

for

feedback

on

performance); 

their ‘‘engagency,’’ our perception has been that

(6) contact with others; (7) availability of money; 

much of it relates to the choices that they have

(8) physical security; and (9) valued social position. 

made. In some of the positive cases they have

However, Warr cautions that the relationship

chosen to take action to find something that is

between these drivers and happiness is not necessa-

more engaging for them, such as moving jobs or

rily linear (particularly so in relation to the first six in

changing the nature of their role to play more to

the above list). As Warr writes, ‘‘one possibility is

their strengths. In others, they have simply changed

that happiness is influenced by the environment in a

their perspective on the same situation, for example

manner analogous to the effect of vitamins on phy-

by focusing on the positives or using different frames

sical condition . . . it may be that an absence of the

of reference. 

primary environmental characteristics leads to

It is in these areas of personal responsibility, 

unhappiness, but that their presence beyond a cer-

through thoughts and behaviors, where we would

tain level does not further increase happiness’’ (Warr, 

suggest that some of the biggest gains in engagement

2007, p. 95). In considering how to increase levels of

can be found. As Lyubomirsky et al. note, ‘‘changing

the broader concept of positive engagement, we

one’s intentional activities may provide a happiness-

suggest that this list of drivers is a good point to start. 

boosting potential that is at least as large, and likely

A further framework worth highlighting here, 

much larger, than changing one’s circumstances’’

although less rigorously researched, comes from an

(Lyubomirsky et al., 2005, p. 123). This is a view

analysis of data from more than 3,000,000

echoed by the Dalai Lama who notes ‘‘happiness is

employees. The study by the survey organization

determined more by the state of one’s mind than by

Sirota (Starritt & Klein, 2004) found that employ-

one’s external conditions, circumstances or events’’

ment needs and expectations can best be summar-

(Dalai Lama & Cutler, 2003, p. 1). 

ized in the three areas of camaraderie (having warm, 

As stated previously, the parallels between posi-

interesting, and co-operative relations with others; 

tive engagement and models of happiness would

achieving a sense of community and belonging), 

suggest that this point raises important questions

achievement (doing things that matter and being

for work in employee engagement. We have seen

enabled to do them well; receiving recognition for

very little written about engagement which discusses

accomplishments and taking pride in them), and

the potential impact of employees’ perceptions and

equity (being treated justly in relation to the basic

thought patterns on their overall engagement levels. 

conditions of employment, particularly with respect

However, 

drawing

on

social

and

cognitive

S T A I R S , G A L P I N

167

psychology, Warr (2007) has highlighted the

Internal and External Drivers of

following six types of judgement which he suggests

Engagement

have a bearing on employee well-being:

Of course, the distinction between external and

internal drivers of engagement is somewhat over-

Comparisons with other people

simplified. There will be a number of factors

Comparisons with other situations

within the worker’s environment which have the

Comparisons with other times

potential to influence their internal drivers of

Assessments of how valued the role, and its

engagement, with social relationships being an

component elements, are

obvious example. While our colleagues could be

Assessments of one’s own effectiveness

thought of as a part of the working context, they

Assessments of whether a situation is novel or

form part of a dynamic system and hence can actu-

routine

ally influence how an employee thinks about their

In our view it is quite probable that each of these

work. 

types of judgement would have a bearing on an

An employee’s relationship with their line man-

individual’s level of engagement with their work. 

ager is usually one of the most important in the

After all, it is through this lens that employees

working context. Indeed, the phrase ‘‘people join

view the various elements of their working envir-

companies and leave managers’’ is often quoted in

onment that might elsewhere be described as

HR circles, and for good reason. Research suggests

drivers of engagement. We would suggest that it

that the link between engagement and intention to

is not so much the context in which the person

leave an organization (e.g., Harter et al., 2002; 

works, as their perception of that context, which

Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) is significantly influ-

matters most to feelings of engagement. An

enced by an employee’s relationship with their

example of that is seen in research on flow, 

supervisor (e.g., Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 

which has found that the experience tends to

2001). 

occur in activities that are perceived as voluntary

Line managers are often able to influence many of

rather

than

coerced

(Kleiber, 

Larson, 

& 

the environmental correlates of happiness described

Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). 

above by Warr (2007), such as the degree of control

Of course, a challenging question that this

that the employee has or the nature of the goals that

focus on internal drivers of engagement raises for

are set. Through their interactions with their reports

organizations is ‘‘what can be done about it?’’ One

they can also, either directly or indirectly, help the

opportunity that we see is to draw on activities

employee find meaning in what they do and of

reported in the positive psychology literature

course they can have a tangible impact on the

which have been shown to increase levels of indi-

prevalent emotions in the team. 

vidual happiness. Although applying these in a

The level of influence that line managers can have

work context may require a degree of appropriate

on so many of the internal and external drivers of

adaptation, we are confident that there are things

engagement most likely explains why a recent review

that employees can do to enhance their feelings of

of 12 major engagement studies shows the line

engagement. 

The

work

by

Emmons

and

manager to be the strongest of all drivers. Research

McCullough (2003) which showed that the act

by HayGroup suggests that up to 30 percent of the

of routinely writing down things for which you

variance in business results can be explained by

are grateful can lead to significantly more positive

differences in the work climate created by managers

affect, is one example which may be helpful to

(HayGroup reported in Jensen, McMullen, & Stark, 

consider. Writing down things that have gone

2006). A lack of adequately skilled managers is a key

well, and their causes, has also been shown to

barrier to improving engagement (Chiumento, 

increase well-being over extended periods of time

2004), giving credence to the need for further

(e.g., Seligman et al., 2005). As Warr (2007)

research into interventions that have the greatest

notes, there have yet to be any reported studies

impact on driving the ‘‘engagement behavior’’ of

of such interventions in organizations. 

line managers. 

In addition to developing interventions which are

A further area which we believe is worthy of

based on these self-help exercises from positive psy-

particular consideration relates to strengths. Across

chology, we would suggest that some of the greatest

major meta-analyses, covering many thousands of

opportunities to enhance engagement are found

employees and hundreds of different business

where the internal and external drivers overlap. 

units, the use of strengths has been systematically
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linked to higher levels of engagement: indeed, it is

impact that they can have on the engagement levels

often recognized as one of the key drivers of engage-

of their team. Indeed, many line managers may even

ment (e.g., Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). 

need convincing that increasing the engagement of

Of course line managers can again play a significant

their team is a valid or important part of their role. 

role in helping employees recognize and understand

Organizations must consider whether their manager

their own strengths, and then find ways to use them

population has the skills to help unlock the internal

productively in the work environment. However, 

engagement drivers for their team, by encouraging

the organization can also work at a higher level to

reframing or promoting helpful comparisons. 

create a culture in which strengths are given more

Do they know how to create an appropriate balance

prominence than ‘‘development areas,’’ and in which

of positive and negative emotions in the team, set

strengths are celebrated. 

effective goals, or create a clearer line of sight to the

things

that

individual

team

members

find

Developing an Organizational Engagement

meaningful? 

Strategy

Perhaps the key point that we wish to make in

Our model of positive engagement leads to some

relation to increasing engagement levels, is that it

potential recommendations about how organiza-

should be done authentically and with the intention

tional strategies for increasing engagement should

of primarily improving the experience and percep-

be structured. Firstly, we would suggest that it is

tion of work for the individual employee. We see

important to consider how both the external and

many organizations describing their efforts to

internal drivers can be effectively leveraged. 

increase engagement in purely organizational

Secondly, we believe that it is helpful to ensure

terms. With a focus on the organizational benefits, 

that that strategy touches the three aspects of positive

and phrases such as ‘‘unlocking discretionary effort’’

engagement—pleasure, challenge and meaning—so

abound, there is a genuine risk that employees will

that employees are given the opportunity to enhance

view interventions to increase engagement with a

their experience of work in all these respects. 

high degree of cynicism. If this happens, the net

We would suggest that a sensible starting point

result may well be just the opposite of what is

for a strategy to increase engagement is to review

desired. Our suggestion would be ‘‘do what you

some of the standard people processes in the organi-

can to help your employees experience the

zation, for example:

benefits of increased engagement, and monitor the

organizational outcomes that result.’’

Recruitment and selection—do these processes

include a focus on candidate’s previous engagement

Conclusion

levels or potential to be engaged in the role they are

Work is and will remain, for the foreseeable

applying for? Do the recruitment data show any

future at least, an important part of most people’s

predictive validity for engagement levels in new

lives. 

recruits? 

Throughout this chapter we have explored the

Performance management—do appraisal processes

emergence and evolution of the concept of employee

encourage the worker to reflect on what has given

engagement, including its psychological underpin-

them the greatest pleasure in the last quarter or year, 

nings, how it is defined and measured, and the

what engages them most in their role, or where they

benefits that accrue from increased engagement for

have found a sense of meaning or fulfillment in or

individuals and organizations alike. Critically we

around their work? Do they have a focus on

have explored what we know about how best to

strengths and encourage employees to show their

increase engagement, drawing on the very valuable

thanks to the people who have had a positive

role that positive psychology can play in increasing

impact on them during that review period? 

enjoyment, challenge, and meaning at work. 

Induction—do

employees

get

support

in

In terms of individual responsibility, enjoying the

recognizing their strengths, and encouragement to

time we spend at work, and gaining a sense of

use them, when they join the organization? 

fulfillment from the time we commit, therefore, 

Of course, line managers are a critical group to work

would seem to be a duty and commitment each of

with because of the multi-faceted impact that they

us should make. While employee engagement is very

have on employees. It would seem to us that one of

much an individual state, employers have a critical

the greatest opportunities to raise engagement is to

role to play in improving the employment experi-

help the line manager population to understand the

ence, and as a consequence in driving engagement. 
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Many employers are waking up to the role that a

opportunity to be engaged whatever their working

focused and robust engagement strategy can play not

context; 

just in talent management but as a key driver of

• We would particularly support interventions

business performance. 

that are aimed at helping line managers to

Future research should continue to explore ways

understand and cultivate engagement within their

in which organizations can help employees ‘‘work

teams. 

positive’’ and truly thrive. The challenge is that to

truly embrace positive psychology as an approach

References

requires HR professionals and line managers to ques-

Ahn, N., Garcia, J. R., & Jimeno, J. F. (2004, July). The impact of tion and review and revise models of ‘‘best practice’’

unemployment on individual well-being in the EU. European

that have stood for some time to incorporate new

Network of Economic Policy Research Institutes Working

Paper No. 29. 

ways of doing things. We hope this chapter has acted

Aktouf, O. (1992). Management and theories of organizations in

as a stimulus to help individuals and organizations

the 1990s: Toward a critical radical humanism. Academy of

alike move some way along that journey. 

Management Review, 17, 407–431. 

Barber, L., Hayday, S., & Bevan, S. (1999). From people to

profits: The HR link in the service-profit chain. Institute for

Directions for Research

Employment Studies Report 355. 

There are many interesting directions for the

Barkworth, R. (2004). Organisational citizenship behaviour:

research and practice of employee engagement to

A review of current research. In D. Robinson, S. Perryman, 

& S. Hayday, The drivers of employee engagement (Appendix). 

take in the coming years. In particular, we would

Institute for Employment Studies Report 408. Brighton, UK:

encourage researchers to investigate the following

Institute for Employment Studies. 

questions:

Best Companies (2007). Best companies guide 2007. Wrexham, 

UK: Best Companies. 

• To what extent do internal and external drivers

Britt, T. W., Adler, A. B., & Bartone, P. T. (2001). Deriving

respectively

influence

levels

of

employee

benefits from stressful events: The role of engagement in

engagement, that is, what are the true ratios within

meaningful work and hardiness. Journal of Occupational

the engagement equation? 

Health Psychology, 6, 53–63. 

•

Brown, S. P. (1996). A meta-analysis and review of organizational

How do each of the elements of positive

research on job involvement. Psychological Bulletin, 120, 

engagement (enjoyment, challenge, and meaning)

235–255. 

relate to key outcomes for organizations and

BSI Consulting (2007). Employee engagement: A concept clean

individuals? Is one element more beneficial than

up. BSI Consulting Paper. 

the others? 

Chiumento (2004). Get engaged. Chiumento. 

•

Chiumento (2007). Happiness at work index 2007. Chiumento. 

What impact do line managers have on the

CIPD (2007). Employee engagement factsheet. CIPD. 

engagement of their teams, and which of their

CIPD (2007). Recruitment, retention and turnover: Annual

actions or characteristics are most strongly related

survey report. CIPD. 

to high or low engagement? 

ConsultantNews.com (2006, 17 October). Employee disengage-

• To what extent do individual differences, such

ment costs UK £340bn every year. ConsultantNews. 

Corporate Leadership Council (2004). Driving performance and

as personality or previous engagement levels, 

retention through employee engagement: A quantitative ana-

promote or constrain employee engagement? 

lysis of effective engagement strategies. Corporate Executive

• What objective benefits (and costs) can be

Board. 

shown for individuals whose engagement levels

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal

increase? 

experience. New York: Harper. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2002). Flow: The classic work on how to

achieve happiness. London: Rider. 

Implications for Practice

Dalai Lama, H. H., & Cutler, H. C. (2003). The art of happiness at

work. London: Hodder & Stoughton. 

In addition we would highlight the following key

Danner, D. D., Snowdon, D. A., & Friesen, W. V. (2001). 

points for practice:

Positive emotions in early life and longevity: Findings from

•

the nun study. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 

We would like to see more organizational

804–813. 

strategies that encourage employees to take

Davidson, R. J., Kabat-Zinn, J., Schumacher, J., Rosenkranz, M., 

ownership and responsibility for their own level of

Muller, D., Santorelli, S. F., et al. (2003). Alterations in brain

engagement; 

and immune function produced by mindfulness meditation. 

• We encourage the development and evaluation

Psychosomatic Medicine, 65, 564–570. 

DDI (c. 2005a). Employee engagement: The key to realizing

of interventions which aim to facilitate the internal

competitive advantage. DDI. 

drivers of engagement and give employees the best

DDI (c. 2005b). Predicting employee engagement. DDI. 

170

P O S I T I V E E N G A G E M E N T

De Graaf, J., Wann, D., & Naylor, T. H. (2001). Affluenza: The ISR (2004). Creating competitive advantage from your

all-consuming epidemic (p. 129). San Francisco: Berrett-

employees: A global study of employee engagement. ISR

Koehler. 

Surveys. 

Ellis, C. M., & Sorensen, A. (2007). Assessing employee engage-

ISR (2006, June 26). Engaged employees help boost the bottom

ment: The key to improving productivity. Perspectives, 15, (1). 

line. ISR Press Release. 

Emmons, R. A., & McCullough, M. E. (2003). Counting bles-

Jensen, D., McMullen, T., & Stark, M. (2006). The managers

sings versus burdens: An experimental investigation of grati-

guide to rewards: What you need to know to get the best for

tude and subjective well-being in daily life. Journal of

and from your employees. New York : American

Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 377–389. 

Management Association. 

Flade, P. (2003, December). Great Britain’s workforce lacks

Jones, J. R., & Harter, J. K. (2005). Race effects on the employee

inspiration. Gallup Management Journal, 11. 

engagement–turnover intention relationship. Journal of

Fredrickson, B. L. (2001). The role of positive emotions in

Leadership and Organizational Studies, 11 (2), 78–88. 

positive psychology: The broaden and build theory of positive

Judge, T. A., Thoresen, C. J., Bono, J. E., & Patton, G. K. 

emotions. American Psychologist, 56, 218–226. 

(2001). The job satisfaction–job performance relationship:

Fredrickson, B. L., & Losada, M. F. (2005). Positive affect and

A qualitative and quantitative review. Psychological Bulletin, 

the complex dynamics of human flourishing. American

127, 376–407. 

Psychologist, 60, 678–686. 

Kahn, W. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engage-

Hackman, J. R., Oldham, G., Janson, R., & Purdy, K. (1975). 

ment and disengagement at work. Academy of Management

A new strategy for job enrichment. California Management

Review, 33 (4), 692–724. 

Review, 17 (4), 57–71. 

Keyes, C. L. M., & Haidt, J. (2003). Flourishing: Positive

Hall, D. T., & Chandler, D. E. (2005). Psychological success:

psychology and the life well-lived. Washington, DC: American

When the career is a calling. Journal of Organizational

Psychological Association. 

Behavior, 26, 155–176. 

Keynes, J. M. (1991). Essays in persuasion. New York:

Harter, J. K., Schmidt, F. L., & Hayes, T. L. (2002). Business-

W. W. Norton & Company. 

unit-level

relationship between employee

satisfaction, 

Kleiber, D., Larson, R., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996). The

employee engagement, and business outcomes: a meta-ana-

experience of leisure in adolescence. Journal of Leisure

lysis. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87 (2), 268–279. 

Research, 18, 169–176. 

Harter, J. K., Schmidt, F. L., & Keyes, C. L. M. (2003). Well-

Lawler, E. E., & Hall, D. T. (1970). Relationship of job char-

being in the workplace and its relationship to business out-

acteristics to job involvement, satisfaction, and intrinsic moti-

comes: A review of the Gallup studies. In C. L. M. Keyes & 

vation. Journal of Applied Psychology, 54, 305–312. 

J. Haidt (Eds.), Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life well-

Losada, M., & Heaphy, E. (2004). The role of positivity and

lived

(p. 

205–224). 

Washington, 

DC:

American

connectivity in the performance of business teams: A non-

Psychological Association. 

linear dynamics model. American Behavioral Scientist, 47 (6), 

HayGroup (2001). Engage employees and boost performance. 

740–765. 

HayGroup. 

Lyubomirsky, S., King, L., & Diener, E. (2005). The benefits of

Hewitt (2004). Employee engagement higher at double-digit

frequent positive affect: Does happiness lead to success? 

growth companies. Hewitt Research Brief. 

Psychological Bulletin, 131, 803–855. 

Higgins, N. J., & Cohen, G. (2007). Best companies rankings

Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. M., & Schkade, D. (2005). 

evaluation: A serious exercise in branding or a spectacular

Pursuing happiness: The architecture of sustainable change. 

nonsense. ISHCM. 

Review of General Psychology, 9, 111–131. 

Hollyforde, S., & Whiddett, S. (2002). The motivation handbook. 

Marks, N. (2006). Happiness is a serious business. In Reflections

London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. 

on employee engagement. London: Chartered Institute of

Honore´, C. (2004). In praise of slow: How a worldwide movement is

Personnel and Development. 

challenging the cult of speed. London: Orion. 

Maslach, C., & Leiter, M. P. (1997). The truth about burnout:

HRlook.com (2005, September 7). The vast majority of Britons

How organizations cause personal stress and what to do about it. 

enjoy their work. HRlook.com. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Hunnicutt, B. K. (1999). The historical origins of the time

May, D. R., Gilson, R. L., & Harter, L. M. (2004). The psycho-

famine. Paper presented at the Overwork: Causes and

logical conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability

Consequences symposium at the American Psychological

and the engagement of the human spirit at work. Journal of

Association/National Institute of Health Interdisciplinary

Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 77, 11–37. 

Conference on Work, Stress, and Health, Baltimore, MD. 

McGee, L. (2006, July 27). How to interview for engagement. 

Huta, V., Park, N., Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2003). 

People Management. 

Pursuing pleasure versus eudaimonia: Which leads to greater

Meere, M. (2005). High cost of disengaged employees. Victoria:

satisfaction? Poster presented at the 2nd International Positive

Swinburne University of Technology. 

Psychology Summit, Washington, DC. 

Mercer (2005). What’s working. Mercer HR. 

Hughes, E. C. (1951). Work and the self. In J. H. Rohrer & 

Oswald, A. J. (2000). Happiness and economic performance. In

M. Sherif (Eds.), Social psychology at the crossroads. New York:

H. D. Dixon (Ed.), Controversies in macroeconomics: Growth, 

Harper and Brothers. 

trade, and policy. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

IRS (2004, October). Managers hold key to engagement. IRS

Page, N., & Boyle, S. (2005). Putting positive psychology to

Employment Review, Issue 810. 

work. Selection & Development Review, 21 (5), 18–23. 

Isen, A. M., Daubman, K. A., & Nowicki, G. P. (1987). Positive

Parker, S. (2002). Designing jobs to enhance well-being and

affect facilitates creative problem solving. Journal of Personality

performance. In P. Warr (Ed.), Psychology at work. 

and Social Psychology, 52, 1122–1131. 

Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin. 

S T A I R S , G A L P I N

171

Penna (2007). Meaning at work: Research report. Penna. 

Soldati, P. (2007, March 8). Employee engagement: What exactly

People Management (2004, October 28). EU workers less produc-

is it? Management Issues. 

tive. People Management. 

Spector, P. E. (1997). Job satisfaction: Application, assessment, 

People Management (2005, July 14). How happy employees mean

causes, and consequences. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

bigger profits. People Management. 

Stairs, M. (2005). Work happy: Delivering competitive advantage

Personnel Today (2004, December 17). Profitability is linked to

by driving employee engagement. Selection & Development

employee engagement. Personnel Today. 

Review, 21 (5), 7–11. 

Personnel Today (2005a, August 4). One third of employees don’t

Stairs, M., Galpin, M., Page, N., & Linley, A. (2006). 

care about their company’s success. Personnel Today. 

Retention on a knife edge: The role of employee engage-

Personnel Today (2005b, October 28). Employers urged to focus

ment in talent management. Selection & Development

on motivation to maintain productivity. Personnel Today. 

Review, 22 (5), 19–23. 

Personnel Today (2006a, March 21). Staff retention and talent

Starritt, N., & Klein, D. (2004). New research underlines the link

management are top HR challenges for 2006. Personnel

between diversity and productivity. Sirota Diversity Report

Today. 

505. 

Purcell, J., Kinnie, N., Hutchinson, S., Rayton, B., & Swart, J. 

Tansley, C., Turner, P., Foster, C., Harris, L., Sempik, A., 

(2003). Understanding the people and performance link:

Stewart, J., & Williams, H. (2007). Talent: Strategy, manage-

Unlocking the black box. London: Chartered Institute of

ment, measurement. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel

Personnel and Development. 

and Development. 

Ramey, V. A., & Francis, N. (2006). A century of work and

Towers Perrin (2003). Working today: Understanding what

leisure. National Bureau of Economic Research Working

drives employee engagement. Towers Perrin. 

Paper No. W12264. 

Towers Perrin (2004, May). Reconnecting with employees:

Reeves, R. (2001). Happy Mondays: Putting the pleasure back into

Attracting, retaining and engaging your workforce. Towers

work. Amsterdam: Momentum. 

Perrin. 

Robinson, D., Perryman, S., & Hayday, S. (2004). The drivers of

Towers Perrin (2005a, December). Employee engagement levels

employee engagement. IES Report 408. 

threaten corporate performance. Headlines (Towers Perrin’s

Schaufeli, W. B., & Bakker, A. B. (2004). Job demands, job

Newsletter). 

resources, and their relationship with burnout and engage-

Towers Perrin (2005b, May). Reconnecting with employees:

ment: A multi-sample study. Journal of Organizational

Quantifying the value of engaging your workforce. Towers

Behaviour, 25, 293–315. 

Perrin. 

Schaufeli, W. B., Bakker, A. B., & Salanova, M. (2006). The

Towers Perrin (2006). Ten steps to creating an engaged work-

measurement of work engagement with a short questionnaire:

force. Towers Perrin. 

a cross-national study. Educational and Psychological

Truss, C., Soane, E., Edwards, C., Wisdom, K., Croll, A., & 

Measurement, 66 (4), 701–716. 

Burnett, J. (2006). Working life: Employee attitudes and engage-

Schmidt, F. (2004). Workplace well-being in the public sector—a

ment 2006. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel & 

review of the literature and the road ahead. Ottawa: PSHRMA. 

Development. 

Seijts, G. H., & Crim, D. (2006, March/April). What engages

Vance, R. J. (2006). Employee engagement and commitment:

employees the most or, the ten C’s of employee engagement. 

A guide to understanding, measuring, and increasing engagement

Ivey Business Journal. 

in your organization. Alexandria, VA: SHRM Foundation. 

Seligman, M. (2003). Authentic happiness: Using the new posi-

Wagner, R., & Harter, J. K. (2006). 12: The elements of great

tive psychology to realize your potential for lasting fulfilment. 

managing. New York: Gallup Press. 

London: Nicholas Brealey. 

Warr, P. (2007). Work, happiness, and unhappiness. Mahwah, NJ:

Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). 

Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Positive psychology progress: Empirical validation of inter-

Watson Wyatt (2005). European Total Reward Survey 2005. 

ventions. American Psychologist, 60, 410–421. 

Watson Wyatt. 

Silverman, M. (2004). Defining and creating employee commit-

Watson Wyatt (2007, February 14). Meaningful hiring, orienta-

ment: A review of current research. In D. Robinson, 

tion programs key to long-term success. Watson Wyatt Press

S. Perryman, & S. Hayday, The drivers of employee engagement

Release. 

(Appendix). Brighton, UK: Institute for Employment

Wrzesniewski, A., McCauley, C., Rozin, P., & Schwartz, B. 

Studies. 

(1997). Jobs, careers, and callings: People’s reactions to their

Smiles, S. (1897). Self help. London: John Murray. 

work. Journal of Research in Personality, 31, 21–33. 

172

P O S I T I V E E N G A G E M E N T

P A R T

4

Enabling a Positive

Working Life

 This page intentionally left blank 

C H A P T E R

14 Using Coaching and Positive Psychology to

Promote a Flourishing Workforce: A Model

of Goal-Striving and Mental Health

Anthony M. Grant and Gordon B. Spence

Abstract

Coaching is widely used in the workplace to facilitate goal attainment and behavior change. Where coaching interventions are primarily used to enhance goal attainment, positive psychology interventions are primarily used as a means of enhancing well-being. However, despite the clear synergies between coaching and positive psychology there has been little work done on developing models that integrate these two separate but highly complementary change methodologies. This chapter outlines a range of coaching applications that are frequently used in the workplace and discusses differences between internal and external coaching and distinguishes executive from workplace coaching. Drawing on the concepts of languishing and flourishing, this chapter presents a dimensional model of goal striving and mental health/

mental illness with two key dimensions: (1) mental health-illness and (2) intentional goal striving (high or low). A case study of the use of these positive psychology concepts in coaching is used to illustrate key points. 

Keywords: mental health, flourishing, languishing, goal striving, coaching As coaching continues to gain widespread accep-market might be seen as one indicator of

tance within contemporary workplaces, more and

‘‘growth,’’ we would not share such a view. 

more is expected of modern managers. In many

Rather, we believe a better indicator of growth is

organizations, merely possessing role-related tech-

to be found in the amount of effort directed toward

nical expertise is no longer enough. Rather, man-

the theoretical and empirical development of

agers are now expected to relate to their teams in

coaching practice. Encouragingly, enough scholarly

ways that maximize employee engagement, well-

material has been reported in the literature recently

being and performance, while also facilitating

to suggest that coaching is truly in a growth phase

organizational and personal change. Given that

(Stober & Grant, 2006). In this chapter we seek to

coaching is widely seen as a means to achieving

further stimulate such growth by exploring how

these ends, organizations are investing heavily in

coaching and positive psychology can be employed

the services of external coaching providers who

to promote flourishing workplaces. We shall do this

promise to ‘‘turn your managers into world-class

by first seeking to understand what coaching is and

coaches.’’ We would argue that, by emphasizing

what types of coaching exist (i.e., skills, perfor-

coaching as a core managerial and leadership

mance, development), before exploring its potential

competency, organizations are doing much to

as a vehicle for an applied positive psychology in the

stimulate the continued growth of the coaching

workplace. In addition, we will present a theoretical

industry. While the plethora of coach accredita-

model that can help to explain how and why

tions, impressive-sounding (but self-accredited)

coaching has the potential to create flourishing

training

organizations, 

and

self-appointed

workplaces, along with practical suggestions for

‘‘master coaches’’ that currently exist in the

implementing workplace coaching programs. 
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What Is Coaching? 

cycle, by helping the coachee to develop specific

Although definitions of coaching vary consider-

action plans and then to monitor and to evaluate

ably, most are underpinned by a common set of

their progression toward those goals. 

principles. These include the notions that coaching

Much of a coach’s skill lies in being able to

is a collaborative, action-oriented conversation that

accelerate goal attainment by helping individuals

facilitates the enhancement of life experience, goal

develop and implement solutions to the ongoing

attainment, self-directed learning, and performance

challenges faced during goal striving. Regardless of

in the coachee’s professional and/or personal life. 

whether coaching occurs as short, informal ‘‘cor-

Coaching is a collaborative relationship formed

ridor’’ coaching (lasting, say, 10 minutes) or more

between a coach and the coachee for the purpose of

lengthy, formal sessions (sometimes lasting up to

attaining professional or personal development out-

two hours or more), considerable emphasis is

comes valued by the coachee (Spence & Grant, 

placed upon the coach to act as the facilitator

2007). The clarification of these outcomes and

(rather than provider) of solutions (Whitmore, 

their articulation as goals is essential to the coaching

1992). Increasingly this has led coaches to adopt

process and generally these are set in such a way as to

the use of solution-focused and strengths-based

stretch an individual’s current capacities or perfor-

techniques, which can be used to assist coachees

mance (Grant & Greene, 2001). In essence the

tap into their personal strengths and resources

coaching process facilitates goal attainment by

(Berg & Szabo, 2005). 

helping individuals to: (1) identify desired out-

comes, (2) establish specific goals, (3) enhance moti-

Internal and External Coaching in the

vation by identifying strengths and building self-

Workplace

efficacy, (4) identify resources and formulate action

Given the potential of coaching methodologies to

plans, (5) monitor and evaluate progress, and

enhance performance, it is not surprising that orga-

(6) modify action plans (where necessary). As

nizations have shown considerable interest in their

shown in Figure 14.1, the monitor-evaluate-modifi-

use. Organizational and workplace coaching can be

cation steps of this process constitute a cycle of self-

broadly divided into two main categories: internal

regulated behaviors and this is a key process in

and external coaching. 

creating intentional behavior change (Carver & 

Organizations that use internal coaching models

Scheier, 1998). The role of the coach is to facilitate

supply coaching services to their employees via the

the coachee’s movement through this self-regulatory

use of specially appointed employees. Internal work-

place coaching can be defined as the delivery of

coaching services within organizations by line man-

Goal

agers or supervisors, or employees specifically

charged with the role of a coach, for the purpose of

enhancing various aspects of employee performance

(e.g., productivity, role clarity). Frequently work-

Action Plan

place coaching involves impromptu or ‘‘corridor

coaching,’’ rather than formal sit-down coaching

sessions (Stoltz & Major, 1995) and tends to focus

Act

more on issues related to performance enhancement

and/or transfer of training than would normally be

the case in personal or professional developmental

coaching (Flint, 2003; Miller, 2003). Aside from

Modify Plan

Monitor

using line-managers as coaches, organizations are

(if necessary)

increasingly creating internal coaching roles for spe-

cifically-trained personnel (often HR or learning and

development

professionals). 

Such

specialized

Evaluate

internal coaching may be conducted with either

executives (internal executive coaching) or non-execu-

tive employees (internal workplace coaching). 

Celebrate

External coaching is coaching delivered by indivi-

Success

duals who are not part of the client organization. 

Figure 14.1 Generic cycle of self-regulation. 

Typically, external coaching providers do not solely
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offer coaching services, rather they tend to offer a

Developmental coaching is more broadly strategic

combination of training, consultancy, and coaching

and tends to focus on more intimate personal and

services (Binstead & Grant, 2008; Clegg, Rhodes, 

professional development issues. This kind of

Kornberger, & Stilin, 2005). Such services range

coaching may focus on facilitating ‘‘insight

from coaching for workplace safety behaviors

moments,’’ enhancing emotional competencies, or

(Geller, Perdue, & French, 2004), to life coaching

working more effectively with team members. 

for work-life balance (Sparrow, 2007), to leadership

Professional development coaching may be con-

development or executive coaching (Kilburg, 1996). 

ducted internally or externally. Often an internal

In contrast to workplace coaching, which focuses on

leader or an internal human resources professional

non-executive or non-managerial employees, execu-

will act as a coach/mentor in order to facilitate the

tive coaching can be understood as being ‘‘a helping

professional

development of

subordinates

or

relationship formed between a client who has man-

employees. We would argue that when this kind of

agerial authority and responsibility in an organiza-

development coaching retains a strict focus on pro-

tion and a consultant who uses a wide variety of

fessional issues, coaching by an internal coach is

behavioral techniques and methods to assist the

indeed appropriate. However, where the coaching

client achieve a mutually identified set of goals to

addresses more personal issues it seems more appro-

improve his or her professional performance and

priate to access the services of an external coach, who

personal satisfaction and consequently to improve

can allow the coachee to explore these issues and

the effectiveness of the client’s organization within a

formulate action plans in a confidential, supportive

formally defined coaching agreement’’ (Kilburg, 

environment. 

1996, p. 65). 

Of course, these typologies are not mutually

exclusive and overlap often occurs. For example, a

coaching intervention focused on enhancing presen-

Skills, Performance, and Developmental

tation skills for a shy or introverted coachee is likely

Coaching Typologies

to have a substantial developmental element; while a

Regardless of whether coaching is delivered by

developmental coaching program targeting emo-

internal or external coaches, coaching approaches

tional intelligence or leadership competencies may

can be wholly or partially subsumed under one of

well require a skills coaching component. Nonethe-

three key categories: skills coaching, performance

less, coaching engagements can generally be classi-

coaching, and developmental coaching. 

fied as falling predominantly into one of these three

Skills coaching focuses on developing a specific

categories. 

skill set. This kind of coaching might be a fairly

short intervention—perhaps one or two sessions. 

Coaching Using Applied Positive

Coaching for skills requires a focus on a specific set

Psychology? 

of behaviors. The coach may model the required

Positive psychology is the scientific study of

skills in some detail, and coaching sessions usually

optimal human functioning, with the aim of disco-

involve a rehearsal and feedback process. Such

vering the factors that allow individuals, organiza-

coaching could involve improving communications

tions, communities, and societies to thrive and

skills, sales skills, or rehearsing for presentations or

flourish (Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Seligman & 

negotiations. 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Given that applied posi-

Performance coaching focuses on improving per-

tive psychology seeks to put such research into prac-

formance over a specific time frame. In the work-

tice (Linley & Joseph, 2004), we argue that coaching

place this could be between a few weeks to several

provides a unique platform for incorporating user-

years. Here, the coaching is more focused on the

friendly applications of positive psychological

process by which the coachee can set goals, overcome

knowledge across multiple domains (e.g., personal, 

obstacles, and evaluate and monitor their perfor-

professional, social). Several authors have similarly

mance as they progress toward their goals. A typical

noted this potential (see for example, Foster & 

approach is to outline the current situation, detail

Lloyd, 2007; Kauffman & Scoular, 2004; Linley & 

the ideal outcome, then analyze what lies in the gap

Harrington, 2006). 

between them, and formulate an action plan and a

In our view coaching has considerable potential

review process. This kind of coaching tends to be

in this regard because it is fundamentally concerned

more strategic than skills coaching and in an organi-

with enhancing self-regulation by facilitating the

zation this may occur after a performance review. 

establishment and pursuit of self-concordant goals. 
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However, the goal attainment process is rarely a

There have been a total of 26 case studies, 34 within-

simplistic, linear endeavor (Peterson, 2006), as it

subject studies, and 12 between-subject studies. 

generally requires a person to overcome a variety of

Although very few of these studies explicitly mea-

obstacles and challenges that might otherwise inhibit

sured the impact of coaching on variables related to

purposeful change. This includes intra-personal

positive psychology, those that have provide some

challenges such as ruminative thinking or self-

support for the argument that coaching can be effec-

doubt, and/or external factors such as a lack of

tive as an applied positive psychology. For example, 

resources or social support. In addition, it can also

solution-focused coaching has been found to foster

be challenging to retain a consistent focus on one’s

resilience in medical students (Taylor, 1997), cog-

goal(s) over sustained periods of time. Because such

nitive hardiness in high school students (Green, 

challenges allow people to display and develop per-

Grant, & Rynsaardt, 2007), quality of life and per-

sonal strengths, it is reasonable to expect that parti-

sonal insight in post-graduate students (Grant, 

cipation in a coaching program would improve

2003), and psychological well-being and hope in

positive psychological constructs such as self-regula-

an adult community sample (Green, Oades, & 

tion (goal attainment), self-concordance, insight, 

Grant, 2006). In addition, Spence and Grant

resilience, self-efficacy, and subjective and psycholo-

(2007) found that professional coaching was more

gical well-being. 

effective than peer coaching in enhancing goal

attainment and psychological well-being, while

Where’s the Evidence for Coaching

Libri and Kemp (2006) have reported that a cogni-

Outcomes Related to Positive Psychology? 

tive-behavioral

executive

coaching

program

Positive psychologists have made considerable

enhanced the core self-evaluations of coachees. 

progress in developing conceptual frameworks for

Finally, the results from a workplace coaching pro-

understanding and measuring human strengths. 

gram for high school teachers using 360-degree feed-

Aside from recent ground-breaking work completed

back showed improvements in goal attainment, 

on the first taxonomy of human strengths (Peterson

psychological well-being, hope, and workplace

& Seligman, 2004), other notable developments

well-being (Grant, Green, & Rynsaardt, 2007). 

have included investigations into the relationships

Although the coaching programs researched in

between theoretical constructs such as goal self-

these studies ranged from several weeks to 18

concordance, goal attainment, and well-being

months in duration, it has been shown that positive

(Sheldon & Elliot, 1998), advances in the measure-

psychological effects can be obtained from as little as

ment of well-being (Cummins, Eckersley, Pallant, 

a single session. For example, in a study of 26 senior

van Vugt, & Misajon, 2003; Ryff & Keyes, 1995), 

managers, Burke and Linley (2007) found that a

use of sophisticated modeling to better understand

single session of coaching increased goal self-concor-

the dynamics of high performing teams (Losada & 

dance and goal commitment. In short, there is emer-

Heaphy, 2004), and the effect of strengths use on

ging evidence that coaching interventions can

well-being, even when controlling for self-efficacy

enhance positive psychological constructs, but

and self-esteem (Govindji & Linley, 2007). To this

clearly much further research is needed. 

point, however, relatively little attention has been

given to understanding how positive psychological

Evidence for the General Effectiveness of

constructs are best operationalized within a helping

Workplace and Executive Coaching

relationship like coaching (for an exception see

Most of the outcome research on workplace or

Biswas-Diener & Dean, 2007). Rather, the

executive coaching has focused on work perfor-

empirical coaching literature has been dominated

mance or behaviors related to the coachee’s work

by contextual, survey-based research focused more

role. As can be seen from the brief review that

on developing a profile of the coaching industry, 


follows, there is some evidence that workplace

rather than research designed to assess the effective-

coaching can be effective. 

ness of coaching, understand its active ingredients, 

The first published empirical outcome study in

or develop an applied positive psychology frame-

the psychology literature was Gershman’s (1967)

work for coaching. 

doctoral dissertation on the effects of the super-

At the time of writing, a literature review con-

visor-subordinate relationship on the attitude and

ducted by the first author on the scholarly coaching

performance of subordinates. It was not until

literature indentified 72 outcome studies that have

Duffy (1984) that another outcome study was pub-

examined the effectiveness of coaching since 1980. 

lished with relevance to coaching. In this study, 
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executive coaching was found to increase the effec-

when comparing studies and attempting to deter-

tiveness of an executive outplacement program. 

mine the real efficacy of coaching (see Bennett, 

Since the 1990s, workplace and executive coaching

2006; Passmore & Gibbes, 2007). 

research has begun to gather some momentum, with

In summary, current research suggests that

findings reported across a wide variety of dependent

coaching in the workplace (for both executive and

variables. 

non-executive employees) can be helpful for enhan-

For example, Olivero, Bane, and Kopelman

cing work performance and a variety of positive

(1997) reported that executive coaching increased

psychological constructs (such as self-efficacy and

public

service

managers’

productivity. 

More

workplace well-being). Due to several methodolo-

recently, Miller, Yahne, Moyers, Martinez, and

gical shortcomings, however, these findings should

Pirritano (2004) found that coaching increased the

be interpreted cautiously and more research is

transfer of training skills compared to training alone. 

needed. 

Sue-Chan and Latham (2004) found that external

executive coaching was associated with higher team

Toward a Languishing-Flourishing Model of

playing behaviors than peer coaching. Gyllensten

Workplace Coaching

and Palmer (2005) found that, compared with a

The discussion thus far has suggested that work-

no-coaching control group, executive coaching was

place coaching has the potential to enhance both

associated with lower levels of anxiety and stress, but

workplace performance and well-being. The ques-

not depression. Evers, Brouwers, and Tomic (2006)

tion remains, however, how can we draw on the

found that executive coaching enhanced self-efficacy

positive psychology literature to use coaching as a

beliefs in personal goal setting. Orenstein (2006)

platform for an applied positive psychology in the

reported that executive coaching was effective in

workplace? We believe recent work reported by

creating job-related behavioral change, with the

Keyes (2003) on languishing and flourishing holds

effect sizes being greater for the behaviors specifically

the possibility of an answer. 

targeted in the coaching intervention than for other

According to Keyes (2003), there are two

behaviors. Evaluating the impact of executive

separate dimensions to mental life: mental

coaching within the UK Ministry of Defence, 

health and mental illness. In brief, the mental

Feggetter (2007) noted that the benefits of partici-

health dimension reflects the degree to which

pating in an externally-provided executive coaching

individuals experience psychological well-being; 

program included promotion, broader leadership

conceptualized as how much autonomy, environ-

skills, and enhanced leadership behaviors. 

mental mastery, self-acceptance, positive relations

However, not all the findings from research into

with others, purpose in life, and personal growth

executive coaching have been positive. In the first

people report (Ryff & Keyes, 1995) In contrast, 

randomized controlled study of workplace coaching

the mental illness dimension is represented by

Deviney (1994) found no changes in supervisors’

the presence or absence of symptoms that are

feedback skills following a multi-rater feedback

indicative of depression, anxiety, or stress. 

intervention and coaching from their managers

For Keyes, mental health is far more than the

over nine weeks. Similarly, using a quasi-

mere absence of mental illness. He argues that both

experimental design, Barrett (2007) found that

dimensions of mental life need to be considered

while group executive coaching reduced burnout, it

when attempting to assess the status of a person’s

failed to improve productivity. Clearly, workplace

life experience. More specifically, Keyes proposes

coaching is no panacea. It should be noted however

that individuals can be considered to be flourishing

that there are a number of difficulties interpreting

in life whenever they experience high levels of

the extant coaching research. For instance, many

mental health and low levels of mental illness; 

coaching outcome studies do not use standardized

whereas those who experience low levels of mental

or validated outcome measures, coaching interven-

health and low levels of mental illness symptoms can

tions are rarely described in detail, and the character-

be designated as languishing. Languishing is defined

istics of the participants in these studies is rarely

as ‘‘a state in which an individual is devoid of positive

reported. In addition, the tendency for journals to

emotions toward life, is not functioning well psy-

focus on the publication of significant outcomes

chologically or socially, and has not been depressed

means that the extant literature is somewhat

within the past year, [while flourishing is] a state in

biased. While these issues are not unique to

which an individual feels positive emotions towards

coaching, considerable caution should be shown

life and is functioning well psychologically and
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socially’’ (Keyes, 2003, p. 294). Finally, those with

unskilled or low in self-efficacy. In such cases

low levels of mental health and high levels of mental

learning (or mastery) goals may better facilitate task

illness are designated as both languishing and

performance (Seijts & Latham, 2001). 

depressed (for details see Keyes, 2003). 

The concept of goal self-concordance is particu-

This languishing-flourishing delineation may

larly relevant here. Self-concordance refers to the

have considerable utility for coaching, as it suggests

propensity of individuals to set and strive for goals

optimal states of functioning can be created via the

that are consistent with one’s developing interests

use of two complimentary sets of strategies; strategies

and core values (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). 

designed to enhance mental health and strategies

Importantly, when people set goals that are self-

designed to reduce mental illness. As it is currently

concordant, the sense of ownership they experience

presented, however, the model does not explicitly

over these goals is helpful for activating greater levels

incorporate important elements of the goal striving

of energy and effort (leading them to try harder for

and goal attainment processes that are central to

longer), while also allowing these individuals to reap

coaching (Whitmore, 1992). For the model to

greater well-being benefits from their attainment

have greater relevance to coaching, it seems necessary

(Sheldon & Elliot, 1998). Given that coaching

to add a goal striving dimension. 

seeks to facilitate goal attainment and enhance

well-being (Spence & Grant, 2007), the concept of

goal self-concordance is a theoretical proposition for

Goal Striving, Self-Concordance, and

practicing coaches. 

Well-Being

Goal striving sits at the heart of coaching. 

Implicit in the notion of goal striving is the concept

A Languishing-Flourishing Model of Goal

of intentionality; the purposeful pursuit of goals. It is

Striving and Mental Health

thus important to distinguish between a striving and

The dimensional model we will now outline is

an aspirational goal. The concept of goal striving

based on an assumption that organizational perfor-

implies that an individual has somehow invested in

mance is closely related to the degree to which

the intentional pursuit of a goal and is actually

employees can be considering as flourishing or lan-

engaged in its pursuit. In contrast, an aspirational

guishing in life. As can be seen in Figure 14.2, the

goal refers to a higher order, values-based goal that

model has two dimensions: a mental life dimension

one is interested in achieving but may, in reality, be

(languishing-flourishing) and an intentional goal

unwilling to work toward or be unable to commit to

striving dimension (high-low). Given that correla-

(see, for example, Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994). 

tions of between .40 and .55 have been found

For example, political leaders may have an aspira-

between measures of life satisfaction and well-being

tional goal of reducing global greenhouse gas emis-

and measures of psychopathology (indicating a

sions by 20 percent without actually beginning to

shared variance of around 25%; Keyes, 2003) one

strive for it by enacting legislation or taking other

useful way of graphically representing these relation-

relevant actions. 

ships is with them lying on a dimension with sepa-

However, not all goals are created equal (Ryan, 

rate but overlapping areas representing mental

Sheldon, Kasser, & Deci, 1996). As research has

health and mental illness. 

clearly shown, some goals are better at mobilizing

As can be seen in Figure 14.2, our model pro-

energy and effort than other types of goals and can

poses that the area associated with mental health falls

powerfully impact subjective experience. For

between points A and B (where A represents high

example, Coats, Janoff-Bulman, and Alpert (1996)

mental health and B represents low mental health), 

found that people who tended to set avoidance goals

while the area associated with mental illness falls

had higher levels of depression and lower levels of

between points C and point D (where C represents

well-being. Other studies have found that approach

low mental illness and D represents high mental

goals are associated with both higher levels of aca-

illness). There is an area of overlap between points

demic performance and increased well-being

C and B and this area represents the shared variance

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Performance goals

of approximately 25 percent between measures of

tend to focus one’s attention on issues of personal

well-being and measures of psychopathology

ability (Gresham, Evans, & Elliott, 1988) and can

referred to above. 

actually impede performance when a goal is per-

It should be noted that the areas within this

ceived as highly challenging and the individual is

diagram are representative only and are not
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Figure 14.2 Model of goal striving

High

and mental health. The area of mental

Mental Health

health is situated between points A

and B (where A represents high

mental health and B represents low

Acquiescent

 A

Flourishing

mental health). The area associated

with mental illness is situated between

point C and point D (where C

“Normal” 

Functioning

represents low mental illness and D

represents high mental illness). There

Low Level of

 C

High Level of

is an area of overlap between points C

Intentional

Intentional

and B and this area represents the

Goal Striving

Languishing

Goal Striving

shared variance of approximately

 B

25% between measures of well-being

and measures of psychopathology. 

Major

Distressed

psychopathology

but functional

 D

High

Mental Illness

meant to reflect the distribution of coaching

numbers of executives are engaging in such career

clients across its various quadrants. Indeed, over

plateauing (Families and Work Institute, 2004). 

time, one would expect individuals to move

Individuals in this area may also be engaging in

between these quadrants

practices of intentional non-striving as in Buddhist

and some meditative traditions. Paradoxically, such

Area of Flourishing

mindful or mediative activities can be also under-

As noted above, Keyes (2003) defines flour-

stood as being strivings in the pursuit of acceptance

ishing with reference to the presence of mental

goals. Although the concept of strivings in the pur-

health and the absence of mental illness. In our

suit of acceptance goals may appear contradictory, 

model, this definition is extended by making

such attitudes of purposeful awareness and inten-

explicit reference to the intentional pursuit of

tional acceptance are central to mindfulness medita-

goals. As such, the area of flourishing is located

tion practice (Kabat-Zinn, 1995). 

in the upper right area of Figure 14.2, where

individuals experience elevated mental health and

Area of Acquiescence

high levels of intentional goal striving. For many

The upper left area of Figure 14.2 reflects the

coaches this area is likely to represent the ideal

experience of individuals who have good mental

(or target) state for a client, as their goals will

health but relatively low levels of intentional goal

tend to be highly self-concordant and be more

striving (even though they may hold aspirational

inclined to generate feelings of well-being

goals). This describes a state of acquiescence, as

(Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, & Kasser, 2004). 

individuals enjoy high levels of psychological and

Within workplace environments, one would

subjective well-being but are not actively engaged

expect individuals who sit in this area to be highly

in the high levels of intentional goal striving

engaged in their work, have a well developed sense of

characteristic of flourishing individuals. To be

meaning and purpose, and enjoy positive relations

acquiescent is to assent tacitly, to consent, to

with work colleagues. However, it is important to

agree with other’s wishes, and is the act or

note that high levels of intentional goal striving are

process of accepting. In this area goals are likely

not necessarily equivalent to ‘‘getting things done,’’

to be only moderately self-concordant, as indivi-

as an individual may be intentionally striving to

duals are likely to show a greater tendency to

achieve less. For example, an individual may seek to

internalize the values of others and use those

increase the quality rather than quantity of their

values as a basis for making decisions (including

work performance or redefine their career path

decisions about goals). 

based on personal values, rather than corporate or

The notion that individuals can have good levels

social definitions of success. Indeed, increasing

of mental health and not be intentionally pursuing
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goals of their choice may, at first glance, appear

intentional goal striving. This means that while

incongruous. However, many parents will be

they may be highly functional in terms of work

familiar with the experience of setting aside personal

performance, social status, or earning capacity, they

career goals so that their partner or children have the

may also be dysthymic (a chronic form of depression

opportunity of pursuing their goals. Paradoxically, 

less severe than major depression), clinically

setting aside goals in this way may still have the effect

depressed, highly anxious, or chronically stressed. 

of elevating psychological well-being, via dimensions

Issues of mental health or mental illness here can

such as positive relations with others and purpose in

range from moderately dysthymic or distressed (as

life (Ryff, 1989). 

represented by the areas aligned with point C) to

In the workplace, employees who acquiesce can

more serious levels of mental illness (as represented

be described as ‘‘happy but disengaged,’’ in the sense

by the areas aligned with point D). 

that they might be physically and emotionally pre-

This area represents an area of significant

sent but not actively engaged with the goals of the

challenge for coaches who are not clinically

organization. Although some individuals may well

trained (Cavanagh, 2005) because, contrary to

seek out work that does not demand engagement, it

popular belief, it is not always easy to recognize

may also happen that individuals in this quadrant

depression or anxiety, particularly for those who

may become increasingly bored with their work over

are untrained in such diagnostics (Leimkuhler, 

time, and thereby drift into a state of languishing

Heller, & Paulus, 2007; Preville, Cote, Boyer, 

(see also Harter & Blacksmith, this volume; Stairs & 

& Hebert, 2004). Indeed, coachees in this area

Galpin, this volume). 

are unlikely to present for treatment for mental

illness, and may not even be aware that they

Area of Languishing

have such problems. The coachee is far more

The portion of the model that overlaps between

likely to present with issues related to time man-

points B and C represents individuals who have low

agement, interpersonal communication difficul-

levels of well-being without elevated levels of mental

ties, or workplace disengagement. 

illness (e.g., depression, anxiety, stress). This is the

area of languishing. While individuals who are lan-

Area of Major Psychopathology

guishing may be intentionally striving toward goals

The lower left area is the area of major psy-

(possibly with the assistance of a coach), in general

chopathology. Here we find clients with high

their lives are devoid of the pleasure often associated

levels of mental illness, which might include ill-

with intentional goal striving and, rather, they may

ness such as major depression, major anxiety

be engaged in the pursuit of conditional goals

disorders, serious chemical dependencies, self-

(Street, 2002). 

defeating behavior patterns, or major personality

Conditional goals are pursued because the indi-

disorders. In addition, clients in this area have

vidual believes that their attainment will bring hap-

very low levels of intentional goal striving and

piness and well-being (Street, 2002). For example, 

very low levels of functionality. 

an individual may be striving to acquire a specific

Of course, almost by definition, it is unlikely that

sum of money in the belief that ‘‘everything will be

one would see many employees in this area in the

fine’’ once that sum has been banked (reflective of

general workplace environment. However, within

low self-concordance). One way to describe langu-

specific workplace contexts this may be more of an

ishers at the higher end of the goal striving dimen-

issue, for example, within workplace programs

sion is in terms of the ‘‘deferred happiness

designed to help the long-term unemployed or

syndrome.’’ This describes the tendency of indivi-

workplaces designed as rehabilitation environments

duals to persist with life situations that are difficult, 

where individuals may have low levels of

stressful, and exhausting in the belief that this sacri-

functionality. 

fice will pay off in the long term (Breakspear & 

The term ‘‘functionality’’ in this context refers to

Hamilton, 2004). 

the degree to which an individual is capable of

carrying out the activities of daily living in occupa-

Area of the Distressed but Functional

tional, social, or personal domains (see Roper, 

The lower right area is the area of distressed but

Logan, & Tierney, 1980). According to the Global

functional clients, where we find individuals pre-

Assessment of Functioning Scale in the Diagnostic

senting for coaching with relatively high levels of

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
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(American Psychiatric Association, 2000), very low

it provides some of the scaffolding needed for

functioning is characterized by a danger of harm to

developing workplace coaching into a form of

self or others; a failure to maintain personal hygiene; 

applied positive psychology. Importantly, it chal-

serious impairment in judgment; serious impair-

lenges executive and workplace coaches to reflect

ment in either occupational or educational func-

on two fundamental questions. First, to what

tioning, interpersonal relationships, judgment, 

degree do I possess the knowledge and skills

thinking, and/or mood. 

necessary to assist my clients improve their

Although it may be argued that individuals in this

mental health? Second, to what degree do I possess

area are not be suitable candidates for workplace

the knowledge and skills necessary to assist my

coaching, some commentators have suggested that

clients set more autonomous goals? We want to

coaching might be a more acceptable alternative to

conclude this chapter by briefly examining these

therapy, especially for those who are resistant to

questions. In doing so, we feel it best to draw on

therapy (Filippi, 1968; McKelley & Rochlen, 

our experience as executive and workplaces coa-

2007). Indeed, coaching methodologies have been

ches and offer some insights into how positive

found to be effective in enhancing skills generaliza-

psychological knowledge can be used by coaches

tion

in

social

skills

training

programs

for

to promote flourishing in organizations. 

schizophrenia

(Gottlieb, 

Pryzgoda, 

Neal, 

& 

Schuldberg, 2005) and for improving adherence to

Using Positive Psychology to Promote

antidepressant treatment among primary care

Flourishing

patients (Brook et al., 2005). Further, some have

In this chapter mental health has been conceptua-

suggested life coaching might be a suitable thera-

lized as the presence of high levels of subjective and

peutic intervention for disorders such as Adult

psychological well-being, not merely the absence of

Attention Deficit Disorder (Ratey, 2002). Clearly, 

mental illness (Keyes, 2003). Encouragingly for

the boundaries between coaching and therapy

workplace coaches, there is an increasing amount of

become dangerously blurred in this quadrant. While

research now being reported which can attest to the

a solid argument can be made in favor of trained

effectiveness or ineffectiveness of various interven-

mental health professionals using coaching methods

tions designed to enhance well-being. For example, 

to treat some forms of psychological disorder (e.g., 

in a recent review of research into five positive psy-

schizophrenia, depression), this would be ethically

chological interventions, Seligman, Steen, Park, and

unacceptable for coaches who are not trained

Peterson (2005) found that two interventions (Using

mental health professionals (Spence, Cavanagh, & 

signature strengths in a new way and Three good

Grant, 2006). This is because over-confident, 

things1) were able to lastingly increase happiness and poorly trained coaches may not recognize the limits

decrease depressive symptoms over a six-month

of their competency and inadvertently do harm. 

period. For the workplace coach interested in using

positive psychology as a basis for practice, these find-

ings are compelling because they provide valid and

Implementing Coaching in the

reliable intervention options for enhancing mental

Workplace: Lessons from Experience

health and facilitating improved performance. 

This model is based on the hypothesis that an

A tool we have found to be particularly useful in our

organization’s performance is related to the degree

executive and workplace coaching has been the Values

to which its employees are flourishing or lan-

in Action (VIA) Signature Strengths Questionnaire. 

guishing. Given that this hypothesis has some

Based on the classification of human strengths and

empirical support (Fredrickson, 2003), we con-

virtues developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004), 

tend that flourishing employees provide the

the VIA has proven to be an useful instrument in two

greatest value to an organization by virtue of the

ways. First, the tool gives coachees better visibility of

fact that they are comparably happier and more

their most positive attributes and an understanding of

autonomously motivated than others. While this

why some aspects of their work are satisfying and some

idea is intuitively appealing, it is clearly an

are not. Second, the VIA helps coaches engage in a

empirical question and would be an interesting

particular type of conversation with clients that can be

avenue for further research. Nonetheless, we

extremely valuable, that is, strengths-based conversa-

think our model is a useful framework for

tions. The following example helps to illustrate how

thinking about coaching in organizations because

this can be useful. 
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Case Study: Peter

opportunities to do more people management and/

Peter is a highly experienced senior IT manager who

or mentoring (thus giving greater expression to his

works for a global financial services organization. At

fourth highest signature strength: Perspective

the time he presented for coaching, Peter had suc-

(Wisdom).). Other goals that Peter set during

cessfully led a major global project that was fast

coaching included the completion of a (long-

approaching completion. Disconcertingly, he had

deferred) industry qualification, the completion of

noticed over the course of the project that his enthu-

some home improvements (which included

siasm for the work had steadily declined and that he

cleaning up his tool shed), the scheduling of regular

was feeling increasingly frustrated and demotivated. 

activities with his children, and the completion of

Tellingly, he felt like moving on but had no idea

Salsa dance lessons with his wife! Not surprisingly, 

what he would like to move on to. Peter felt very

once these goals began to emerge, Peter had little

confused and lacking in any strong sense of direction

difficulty regulating his action toward attaining

or intention. As it turned out, he felt as though he

them. 

had been ‘‘drifting’’ for most of his career. He hoped

It should be noted that the VIA question-

that by working with an external coach he would be

naire was not the only positive psychology tool

able to connect with his professional interests and, 

to which Peter was exposed. While coaching

for the first time in a long time, set some goals that

commenced with a focus on signature strengths, 

would give his professional and personal life a much

as the key themes emerged (i.e., intention, self-

needed lift. Expressed in terms of the model out-

regulation) it was necessary to introduce other

lined in this chapter, it seemed that Peter was most

tools and concepts to help Peter develop a new

probably in the area of acquiescence (at best) and

perspective on his situation. Especially helpful in

languishing—distressed but functional (at worst). 

this regard was the visioning exercise Letter from

After establishing that Peter was not experien-

the Future (Grant & Greene, 2001) and flow

cing elevated levels of psychopathology (through an

theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Both were

interview and brief psychometric assessment), the

useful for different reasons. 

concept of signature strengths was introduced early

The Letter from the Future invites individuals to

on as a way of making sense of his career decisions to

choose a future point in time (e.g., five years) and to

that point. After completing the VIA questionnaire

imagine that their life had unfolded in the best way

and obtaining its summary report between sessions, 

possible during this intervening period. The task is

some clarity was starting to emerge by the end of the

to write a letter back (to oneself) from that future

third session. In short, the results indicated that

point, describing how things have turned out, how it

Peter’s top two signature strengths included

feels, what is good about it, and so forth. In Peter’s

Judgment, Critical Thinking, and Open-mindedness

case, this exercise was useful because it provided him

(#1) and Caution, Prudence, and Discretion (#2). 

with a unique opportunity to articulate a best pos-

While this was helpful for explaining why Peter

sible future and led to a comprehensive discussion

had been attracted to (and successful in) project

about the value of explicitly stating a personal inten-

management roles up to that point in his career, 

tion and, following on from that, setting goals. 

more revealing was his fifth strength: Self-Control

Flow theory was useful because it complimented

and Self-Regulation. This was particularly intriguing

these earlier discussions. It helped Peter to under-

because this strength refers to how a person ‘‘exerts

stand that by trying to create the conditions that lead

control over his or her own responses so as to pursue

to flow (balancing skill-challenge; setting clear, 

goals and live up to standards’’ (Peterson & 

short-term goals; immediate feedback; exercising

Seligman, 2004, p. 500), yet Peter had displayed

choice) he could begin to transform his experience

little intention with respect of his career and had not

both at work and at home. 

set a goal in years! While this strength was clearly

Importantly, both approaches address the second

helping him maintain his performance at work, it

dimension of the model presented earlier. That is, 

was not being used outside the operational bound-

they help to stimulate intentional goal striving

aries of his role (e.g., career planning, parenting). 

through the formation of self-concordant goals: the

In the five sessions that followed, Peter learned

letter by encouraging Peter to articulate a vision that

a lot more about this particular strength and, most

reflected his core values and developing interests; 

importantly, he began to see how he and others

flow theory by highlighting the importance of exer-

(i.e., the organization, his family) might benefit if

cising autonomy when setting goals. 

he found other ways of exercising this strength. 

To conclude, by the end of the coaching engage-

This was nothing short of a revelation. By the end

ment things had changed quite noticeably for Peter. 

of the coaching engagement Peter decided he

This can be summarized by relating his post-

would remain with his employer and seek out

coaching reflections back to the two dimensions of
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Directions for Research

Case Study: Peter continued

A number of unanswered questions flow from the

our model. From the mental health perspective, 

preceding discussion, these include:

several dimensions of psychological well-being

• The development of measures for the proposed

(Ryff & Keyes, 1995) appeared to be impacted. 

model that will allow tracking of individuals’

For example, Peter indicated he was exercising

progress through the model. 

more choice over his daily activities (autonomy), 

• Testing of specific hypotheses derived from the

was using his resources better and working more

effectively (environmental mastery), had better rela-

model:

tionships with his family (positive relations with

That individuals in the area of flourishing

others), and felt more at ease with himself (self-

should have higher levels of self-concordance for

acceptance). From the goal-striving perspective, 

goal strivings than those in the distressed but

Peter was beginning to seek out opportunities at

functional area. 

work that could help him exercise the signature

strength of Perspective (Wisdom), while also setting

That individuals in the area of flourishing will

a number of professional and personal goals of

have higher levels of actual performance than

importance to him. Not only was Peter displaying

those in the distressed but functional area. 

more intention by setting goals, he also seemed to

That team leaders who are themselves in the

be taking greater ownership of those goals by

area of flourishing will lead teams who are more

anchoring them to activities that were of value and

productive and cohesive than team leaders who

interest to him. 

are themselves in the distressed but functional

area. 

• Further, the more general hypothesis that

Conclusion

organizational performance is related to the mental

In this chapter we have presented a theoretical

health status of its employees cannot yet be stated

model of goal striving and mental health as a way of

with confidence. More research is sorely needed. 

understanding how workplace coaching can posi-

tively impact organizational performance. In doing

Implications for Practice

so we have suggested that employees with high levels

For practitioners who maintain an interest in

of mental health and high levels of intentional goal

what emerges from positive psychological science, 

striving (flourishing) provide greatest value to orga-

we would like to make two interrelated points:

nizations because they are happier and more auton-

omously motivated than employees with low levels

• First, 

while

positive

psychological

of mental health (languishing). To illustrate the uti-

interventions can be useful techniques for coaches

lity of this model, we presented the case of Peter and

to employ for the benefit of their clients, we would

briefly discussed how workplace coaching seemed to

argue that how a coach relates to their client will

impact both the mental health and intentional goal-

always be the most potent ingredient in any

striving dimensions. 

coaching engagement. As such, we recommend

We have argued that theoretical work of this kind

interventions be considered only as a way to

is important for the advancement of workplace

enhance the relating between coach and client, and

coaching because it helps to provide the scaffolding

not as a proxy for that that relationship. 

needed for the coherent development of coaching as

• Second, positive psychological interventions

a form of applied positive psychology. Of course, for

are quite seductive in that they, at first glance, 

the coach who wishes to use positive psychology as a

appear to be shortcuts to enhanced client

basis for practice, theoretical understandings alone

functioning and well-being. To any practitioner

are not enough. As Seligman (2007) has recently

currently holding this view, we say: Beware! 

commented, ‘‘people who are adequately trained in

Technique

without

theory

quickly

becomes

the techniques of positive psychology, in valid mea-

quackery. The coach needs to have a sound

surement of the positive states and traits, in the

understanding of the underlying theory, they need

interventions that work, and who know when to

to be able to develop a rationale about why a specific

refer a client to someone who is better trained will

technique will be useful to a specific client, the

be, by my lights, bona fide coaches of positive psy-

ability to impart to the client a sound rationale for

chology’’ (p. 267). 

its use, and finally skills in helping the client
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interpret its outcomes and effects. Without such a

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1997). Finding flow: The psychology of

theoretical foundation, positive psychology practice

engagement with everyday life. New York: Basicbooks. 

will quickly descend into the sort of wishful thinking

Cummins, R. A., Eckersley, R., Pallant, J., van Vugt, J., & 

Misajon, R. (2003). Developing a national index of subjective

and believerism that led to the decline of the human

wellbeing: The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index. Social

potential movement in the 1970s (Spence, 2007). 

Indicators Research, 64, 159–190. 

Deviney, D. E. (1994). The effect of coaching using multiple rater

Note

feedback to change supervisor behavior. DAI-A 55/01, p. 114, 

Jul 1994. 

1. Using signature strengths in a new way is an exercise that relies

Duffy, E. M. (1984, Nov.). A feedback-coaching intervention and

on completion of the Values in Action (VIA) Signature

selected predictors in outplacement. Dissertation Abstracts

Strengths Questionnaire (Peterson, Steen, Park, & Seligman, 

International, 45 (5-B), 1611. 

2005). After receiving individualized feedback on their top five

Elliot, A. J., & McGregor, H. A. (2001). A 2 X 2 achievement

strengths, individuals are asked to use one of these top

goal framework. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80

strengths in a new and different way every day for a week. 

(3), 501–519. 

Three good things involves individuals writing down three

Evers, W. J., Brouwers, A., & Tomic, W. (2006). A quasi-experi-

things that went well for them every day for a week (along

mental study on management coaching effectiveness. Consulting

with a casual explanation for each good thing). 

Psychology Journal: Practice and Research 58 (3), 174–182. 

Families and Work Institute. (2004). Generation and gender. New
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15 Mindfulness at Work: Paying Attention to

Enhance Well-Being and Performance

Oberdan Marianetti and Jonathan Passmore

Abstract

Organizational life today is riddled by challenges. Maintaining the competitive advantage in a climate of certain and constant change can be a struggle. With globalization, strong competition, cultural differences, and a lurking risk of stress always on the doorstep, organizations tend to push to their limits and be future-focused on objectives and outcomes. The failure to focus their energy and attention to the present, the only time when our actions have an impact, influences their ability to communicate, lead, inspire, and ultimately thrive. 

Mindfulness, the purposeful, nonjudgemental focus on the present, is one possible answer to these challenges. Mindfulness fosters a more inclusive and authentic vision of ‘‘reality’’ and promotes a more effective use of individual and organizational resources. 

In this chapter, we present a case for introducing mindfulness in the workplace and provide an overview of its links to other applied positive psychology constructs, all of which contribute to a healthier and more productive experience of work-life. 

Keywords: mindfulness, awareness, well-being, coaching, performance

Mindfulness promotes health and well-being. Its

million days were lost due to work-related ill-health; 

applications and benefits have been the subject of

around three-quarters of the cases were musculoske-

research for thirty years, and there is growing evi-

letal disorders, stress, depression, or anxiety. In

dence of the positive effects across a multiplicity of

people terms, some 2.2 million people were reported

domains. 

to be suffering from an illness they believed was

Organizations today are confronted by challenges

caused or made worse by their current or past

brought by continuous change, globalization, 

work. When looked at in terms of the working

growing cultural differences, and a constant need

population, around 14 percent of all working indi-

for efficacy and efficiency. These and other factors

viduals believed their work to be very or extremely

contribute to the ever increasing pace at which orga-

stressful (HSE, 2007). 

nizations operate to remain competitive, especially

The above figures are signs of a nation that is

in a particularly difficult marketplace following the

under extreme pressure to perform. The UK

recent global financial crisis. This trend is challen-

Government is attempting to respond to these chal-

ging the well-being and health of the working popu-

lenges through a joint venture between the Health

lation and indirectly of the economy itself. The costs

and Safety Executive, the Department of Health, 

of ill-health as a result of stress and other work

and the Department for Work and Pensions: the

related disorders is a significant drain on resources. 

‘‘Health, 

Work

and

Well-Being’’

strategy

It is estimated that in the UK in 2006/07, some 30

(Government, 2005). This strategy aims to improve
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general health of the working population and to use

Others would stop; gather their energy and

the workplace as a catalyst for general health

thoughts, sharpen the chisel and return to work; as

improvement. Such actions at national policy level

a result producing faster, cleaner, and smoother cuts. 

provide an opportunity for positive psychology and

What do most managers do when faced with

its practitioners to contribute to its success. It is

pressing deadlines? 

within this context that mindfulness can positively

While this example may seem obvious, not many

contribute to individuals, organizations and the

among us, including the authors, succeed in recog-

economy. 

nizing when the chisel needs sharpening, or at least, 

In this chapter we aim to show how the con-

not always. It is possible that this failure may be fed

structs at the heart of mindfulness are central to

by the need to constantly focus on outcomes and the

positive psychology when applied to the workplace. 

future. Mindfulness aims to refine the ability to

In the first part we aim to introduce mindfulness as a

focus our attention to the present moment, and to

tool for the workplace, highlight the human and

promote a more authentic and inclusive experience

business case in its favor and clarify what is intended

of it. Research shows that when practiced regularly, 

by mindfulness. In the second part we focus on a

mindfulness can improve memory, motivation, crea-

range of areas of applied positive psychology where

tivity (Langer, 1997), and job satisfaction among

mindfulness is or could be of positive impact, while

other psychological and physiological factors. 

also providing suggestions on how to begin devel-

Mindfulness can be introduced at an organizational

oping mindfulness through a series of simple and

as well as an individual level, and has, so far, been

quick exercises. 

studied in the occupational, medical, and clinical

contexts and has been shown to positively impact

Mindfulness in the Workplace

individuals and their performance, at least in some

Mindfulness promotes an approach to the pre-

areas. 

sent that is more inclusive and authentic, and pro-

vides the opportunity to ‘‘slow down’’ and observe

The Benefits of Mindfulness

the full range of our experiences as they truly are. 

Over the past three decades research has begun to

When most organizations today operate in a fast-

reveal the benefits of applying mindfulness and other

paced environment and reacting to constant change

meditative practices to a wide range of interventions. 

seems to be necessary norm, one has to wonder

The findings suggest that meditation, including

whether organizations and their CEOs could pos-

mindfulness, can contribute to physiological, psy-

sibly be convinced that ‘‘slowing down’’ is the answer

chological, and transpersonal well-being and it may

to their challenges. Slowing down in a world which

help identify and actualize human strengths

is constantly aiming to go quicker may seem

(Shapiro, Schwartz, & Santerre, 2005). 

counter-intuitive, however, we would argue that

While it is not our purpose to provide a detailed

only by slowing down, can one be at once more

critique of the research, it may be helpful to illustrate

effective and more satisfied. In fact, it is the engaging

some of the evidence of mindfulness contributions

in moments of inner stillness that creates opportu-

to practice. The majority of the research has so far

nities to step out of this overwhelming flow, regain

focused on medical and clinical settings; however

composure, strength and clarity of thought, to rejoin

there is a growing wealth of data being collected

the flow and follow it harmoniously. Visualize the

within other domains, such as the occupational

following example. 

and recreational. 

A cabinet-maker is intent on putting the finishing

touches on a commissioned piece of furniture. They

The Human Case

are feeling under great strain and pressure; the dead-

As mentioned, mindfulness benefits both the

line is looming and they are late. The eight hours’

physiology and the psychology of individuals. 

work remaining must be completed in the four

Physiologically it has been shown to positively

hours available. They are so overwhelmed and so

impact a large variety of factors like blood pressure

hurried that they fail to realize their chisel has

(McCraty, 2003) and the immune system (Rein & 

become blunt. What would you do if you were the

McCraty, 1995); there are however many more

cabinet-maker? Some would continue working, 

studies that show its wider impact; for example, in

pressed for time and unaware of the energy they

a study with patients suffering psoriasis (a skin dis-

are expending, pressing against the wood that will

order) the experimental group showed significantly

not cut; as a result obtaining rough, grainy cuts. 

faster recovery rates than control, after practicing
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mindfulness meditation (Kabat-Zinn, Wheeler, 

show how mindfulness can be applied collectively at

Light, Skillings, Scharf, Cropley, et al., 1998); in

an organizational level, internally and externally. 

another study, survival rates among the residents of

Following their research, Weick and Sutcliffe devel-

a care home for elderly were higher for those who

oped a 5-step mindfulness management model to

attended mindfulness practice compared to those

describe mindful organizations. The five steps are:

who attended relaxation training or no-treatment

preoccupation with failure rather than success; reluc-

(Alexander, 

Langer, 

Newman, 

Chandler, 

& 

tance to simplify interpretations; sensitivity to opera-

Davies, 1989); and finally, in a study with 48

tions; commitment to resilience; and deference to

healthy employees from a biotechnology corpora-

expertise (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). 

tion, the meditators group reported significant

A study that was commissioned to improve rates

increases in left-sided anterior brain activation, a

of infant death and pre-term birth in a health initia-

pattern usually associated with positive affect, when

tive in the United States provides an example of the

compared to the non-meditators in the control

effectiveness of the 5-step model when used intern-

group. Furthermore, the left-sided activation pre-

ally to an organisation. In this instance the model

dicted the rise in antibody to the influenza vaccine

was used as an analysis framework to identify alter-

(Davidson, Kabat-Zinn, Schumacher, Rosenkranz, 

native solutions to overcome known errors and fail-

Muller, Santorelli, et al., 2003). 

ures. Through the application of the 5-step model, 

Perhaps more relevant to the workplace are the

over a period of five years, clear examples of mindless

numerous aspects of one’s psychology that can also

errors were recognized as responsible for some fail-

be improved through mindfulness, including: job

ures and prescriptions for mindfulness were

strain (Cropley & Purvis, 2003), job satisfaction

recommended. The implementation of such recom-

and vision (Kriger & Hanson, 1999), self-compas-

mendation provided direction toward improved per-

sion (Neff, Hsieh, & Dejitterat, 2005; Shapiro, 

formance

(Issel

& 

Narasimha, 2007). 

The

Astin, Bishop, & Cordova, 2005), emotional aware-

effectiveness of organizational mindfulness in

ness and interpersonal sensitivity (Shefy & Sadler-

external interactions (public outreach) was shown

Smith, 2006), and learning (Yeganeh, 2006) among

in a study of prescribed forestry burn. In this study

others. These factors can in turn contribute to

the 5-step mindfulness model was used as an analysis

improving health and well-being in the workplace

tool to understand organizational characteristics that

and foster more effective skills in managing conflict, 

contribute to successful public outreach initiatives to

stress, personnel, communication, and leadership. 

accomplish fuels management. The study concluded

These findings are promising. However, caution

that the mindfulness model could at least be an

should be noted in that many of the studies are not

effective analysis tool to recognise successful organi-

randomized or controlled, and sample sizes have in

zational practices and processes. Furthermore it sug-

some cases been small or are based in specific popu-

gested that the model could also be used before, 

lations. Mindfulness interventions are relatively new

during and following public outreach initiatives to

to scientific scrutiny and although evidence is

improve understanding of those practices that con-

growing in quality and quantity, one has to remain

tribute to success (Knotek & Watson, 2006). 

cautious in making conclusive statements. The evi-

Further evidence suggests that an organization that

dence so far strongly suggests that mindfulness is a

operates mindfully fosters a learning culture of

positive intervention and it can contribute toward

understanding and action, rather than one of

improved outcomes in stress management, general

training that focuses on planning, control, processes, 

well-being, and performance. 

and procedures (Browning & Boudès, 2005) and

that the former is conducive to creating ‘‘truly

The Business Case

healthy organisations’’ (Kriger & Hanson, 1999). 

Mindfulness has been shown to positively impact

Yet again, some organizations that have introduced

several areas that are directly responsible for business

contemplative interventions not only as measures for

performance; among them: safety culture (Hopkins, 

stress reduction, but as an intrinsic part of the orga-

2002), conflict resolution (Riskin, 2004), creativity

nizational structure, have improved communication

(Langer & Piper, 1987), and decision-making

and increased a sense of team and community

(Fiol & O’Connor, 2003). Such benefits have been

(Duerr, 2004). 

studied, among others, in the context of high relia-

The practical implications for mindfulness in the

bility organizations (HRO) (Weick & Sutcliffe, 

workplace are far reaching and have the potential to

2001; Fiol & O’Connor, 2003), and the findings

improve general well-being, create a healthy and safe
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environment and foster an organizational culture

all that we experience. To manage this overload of

that is open to change, learning and growth. It is

sensory information we apply filters to create a rea-

by clarifying the concept of mindfulness that this

lity we understand, feel comfortable with and that

will become clearer. 

we can manage and make sense of. This frame of

reference we create is unique to each individual and

What Is Mindfulness? 

mediates our interactions with the environment. 

In this chapter we define mindfulness as ‘‘a state

Being mindless means being governed by these

of mind that cultivated regularly promotes an inclu-

rules and routines; being mindful, however means

sive and authentic experience of the present

being guided by them (Langer, 2002). 

moment.’’ This can be achieved by purposely

focusing our attention onto the present moment in

Mindfulness as Applied Positive Psychology

a non-judgmental way. 

Mindfulness as an attribute of consciousness can

This description captures the essence of mind-

be part of every aspect of life and can enhance our

fulness, however for those new to the concept it both

experience of it. A more inclusive and authentic

may seem obvious and distant; obvious in the sense

experience of the present moment, achieved through

that we understand the meaning of these words, 

a renewed awareness and a stance of non-judgmental

distant in terms of our experience of what this may

acceptance, can enhance the regular experience of

feel like. 

pleasantness (the Pleasant Life), of the sense of

Most of us have experienced being so deeply

engagement we derive from our primary activities

engaged in an activity enough to lose the perception

(the Good Life) or the sense of fulfilment derived

of time. The loss of time perception is just one

from contributing to the well-being of something

example of the experience of mindfulness. Other

beyond ourselves (the Meaningful Life) (Seligman, 

times we might be so deeply engaged in an activity

2002). Many parallels can be drawn between mind-

that we lose awareness of our environment or of

fulness and positive psychology, in particular for

ourselves. In these moments of ‘‘detached’’ experi-

some research areas that have been applied to and

ence we become absorbed and fully focused. 

studied in the workplace, including: flow, learned

However, a mindful experience is anything but

optimisms, strengths, time perspective, stress man-

detached; that hovering feeling of existence sensitizes

agement, and coaching. 

our minds and enhances the quality of our experi-

ences; awareness is sharpened, but with no sense of

Flow

pressure or urgency. Nevertheless, the more natural

Many people are at their happiest when in flow

state we find ourselves in is that of ‘‘mindlessness.’’

(Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989; Delle Fave & 

We all recall a time when we forgot the name of

Massimini, 2003, 2004) and they may experience

someone who had just been introduced to us. Or

flow within their working activities, yet without

perhaps once, when on our way home from work, 

knowing how to label such an experience. Flow

we needed to buy milk, but found ourselves at home, 

occurs when a combination of specific features is

having forgotten to detour to the shop. Or at work, 

present and has been extensively studied among

when talking to a colleague and realizing we had not

individuals engaged in various activities. These fea-

heard anything of what was said. All those events, 

tures are: clear goals; concentration on a specific, 

during which we do not attend to the present, are

limited field; direct feedback; loss of conscious

examples of ‘‘mindlessness.’’ In this state we become

awareness of the self and of time; a balance between

absent, the mind wanders, it is worried about the

the level of ability and the challenge; a sense of

past or the future, and it is clouded by thoughts or

control and a sense of absorption with the activity

overwhelmed by emotions. 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 72). Most of these fac-

Mindfulness provides a new frame of reference, 

tors can be recreated through the management of the

one to open our eyes to reality in a more objective

environment, ourselves, or the interaction between

way; one where we purposely step back from

the two. Mindfulness can actively contribute to the

imposing our rules and routines on reality and

experience of flow by influencing to some degree

observe in a more inclusive and authentic way; one

feedback, loss of self-consciousness, and absorption

where we relinquish control. It is in fact through our

with the activity. 

mental models that we control what we believe to be

When engaged in any activity the response to our

reality. Our environment is extremely rich in detail, 

performance is the product of outcome progress and

as a result our minds are unable to attend and process

the awareness we possess of that transition. When in
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a mindful state the mind extends its capability to

more and more organizations aim to develop the

capture the surrounding stimuli and process them at

existing potential of their human capacity. Two

a conscious level. It follows that a mindful state

strong models of strengths: the Values in Action

should promote the recognition of immediate, 

(VIA) classification (Peterson & Seligman, 2004)

direct feedback. 

and the Strengths-Finder (Buckingham & Clifton, 

Loss of self-consciousness and absorption with

2001) have been developed to identify and classify

the activity are intrinsic to the nature of mindfulness

human strengths and are being used by employers to

and were illustrated earlier. 

select, recruit, and develop their workforce. Both

models propose to identify the core strengths

Learned Optimism

within an individual and to equip them with the

Learned optimism is a second area of positive

awareness to develop their potential. 

psychology which can be heavily influenced by

In one study (Silberman, 2007) conducted with

mindfulness and applied to the workplace. 

undergraduate students, students completed the

A study conducted with a large insurance com-

Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (Brown & 

pany showed that the worst performing sales agents

Ryan, 2003) and the VIA Institute Signature

were the pessimists. Even among those who were

Strengths Questionnaire. The results showed that

academically excellent, those who reacted negatively

mindfulness was positively and significantly corre-

to the numerous refusals of prospective clients, the

lated with several strengths with coefficients of r =

pessimists, were still outsold by the optimists

.3 or higher, including: self-control and self-regu-

(Seligman, 2006). 

lation, integrity, bravery (valor), perspective

It is suggested that our natural tendency to be

(wisdom), citizenship, and social intelligence. 

pessimists can be altered through the practice of

Although causation cannot be established from

activities designed to help us identify the negative, 

the study, evidence suggests that mindfulness con-

ruminative type of thinking that is typically asso-

tributes to these strengths. Research on the rela-

ciated to a self-defeating approach to adversities. The

tionship between mindfulness and self-regulation

ABC (Activating event, Belief, Consequence)

(Brown & Ryan, 2003, 2004) suggests that mind-

model, initially developed by psychologist Albert

fulness predicts self-regulation. Further evidence

Ellis (1994), describes the process we engage in

also supports the links between mindfulness and

when facing adversity; adversity stimulates thoughts

character strengths (Epstein, 1999; Baer, Smith, & 

that we adopt as beliefs upon which we act. The

Allen, 2004; Brown & Kasser, 2005). However, 

ability to recognize these processes is critical to mod-

more research is needed to identify the links

ifying the negative, self-defeating thinking that

between these two constructs. 

usually precedes helplessness. Mindfulness, with its

focus on the present moment ‘‘as is,’’ authentic and

Time Perspective

inclusive, can help identify these faulty links and

Mindfulness is deeply focused on the present

facilitate the process to break the self-defeating pat-

moment, however most people would naturally

terns; it can help individuals ‘‘tune in on the perpe-

have a preference to focus either on the past, the

tual dialogue that takes place’’ (Seligman, 2006, 

present, or the future, with a specific attitude, posi-

p. 213) in their minds. This has been shown to be

tive or negative. This is called time perspective. 

so among samples of depressive patients, for whom

Organizations generally need a workforce that is

mindfulness proved an effective therapeutic tool

representative of all perspectives in a balanced way. 

(Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002; Brown & 

There is a need for visionaries who are able to see

Ryan, 2004). 

things that don’t yet exist, realists who recognize the

present and exercise caution when necessary, and

Strengths

employees who use the past to inform the present. 

Character strengths have been the focus of exten-

Within individuals a balance is also needed to pro-

sive research by several of the most respected repre-

mote a more satisfactory life and avoid dysfunction

sentatives of the positive psychology field. At the

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Boniwell & Zimbardo, 

center of this research there is the core belief that

2003). 

when developing their potential, one should focus

Mindfulness promotes an experience of a fuller

on enhancing their existing worth and strengths, 

present and recognizes the value of a balance

rather than focusing on weaknesses. This approach

between all time perspectives. Despite the strong

is particularly relevant to today’s workplace, where

focus on the present moment, a mindful approach
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to life does not dismiss the importance of the future

as life-changing by many of its students who take

and the past. The future provides us with the vision

part in it for various reasons, including chronic pain, 

toward which to channel our energy; the past and its

coronary heart disease, cancer, and stress at work, 

memory teaches us of opportunities. Vision and

and its effects have been scientifically tested by many

lessons from the past can be brought to the present

researchers (Langer & Piper, 1987; Kabat-Zinn, 

to inform our actions and allow us to behave in an

Massion, Kristeller, Peterson, Fletcher, Pbert, et al., 

authentic way. 

1992; Miller, Fletcher, & Kabat-Zinn, 1995; Rein

Time perspective has been extensively researched

& McCraty, 1995; Langer, 1997; Barrios-Choplin, 

and its findings applied to several aspects of time

McCarty, & Cryer, 1997; Speca, Carlson, Goodey, 

managements in organizations. Together with flow, 

& Angen, 2000; Tacon, Caldera, & Ronaghan, 

learned-optimisms, and strengths it contributes to

2004). Attempts have been made to bring the

creating a healthier workplace. Such a contribution

MBSR within occupational settings, but its eight-

is also being brought about by stress reduction pro-

week nature does not lend itself to the reality of

grams such as the Mindfulness Based Stress

today’s organizational life. One- and two-day

Reduction (MBSR) (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). 

training workshops have been developed, however

their effects have so far not been tested. Another field

Stress Reduction

that marries mindfulness with applied positive psy-

chology and is in need of further empirical data is

coaching. 

Case Study

The plant manager of a large manufacturing organiza-

Coaching

tion was referred by his doctor to the stress clinic after

Mindfulness, coaching, and positive psychology

complaints of dizzy spells and a general feeling of losing

aim to improve well-being and as such it takes a

control of his life. 

small step to see coaching within the realms of

His sleep patterns were heavily affected, he would

applied positive psychology and to see mindfulness

feel faint during the day, he would be constantly

within them. Strong links have already been empha-

worrying about work and he did not believe that

sized between the two disciplines (Kauffman & 

stress could be responsible for such severe symptoms. 

Scoular, 2004; Linley & Harrington, 2005). The

He was sure he had to have ‘‘something wrong with me

role of mindfulness can be beneficial to the coach, 

internally,’’ maybe a brain tumor. 

The eight-week MBSR program was life-changing, 

the client, and their relationship, and can contribute

especially sharing other people’s experiences, which made

to establishing a more fertile ground for the client’s

him believe that he too could begin to regain control of his

potential to flourish (Passmore & Marianetti, 2007). 

life. His raised awareness made him realize how strongly

In coaching, mindfulness skills can also be taught as

linked his symptoms were to work pressures and as a

a strategy to enhance relaxation. Both the coach and

consequence was able to change his attitude toward his

the client can benefit from regularly practicing

work. He is now able to catch himself from passing the

mindfulness meditation to promote a fuller experi-

point of no return and gently guide himself to a more

ence of life; however mindfulness can be weaved in

relaxed state; ‘‘I can back right off it now. I don’t even have

the coaching practice at diverse levels. 

to go sit down. I can just do it.’’

Rogers (1961) argued that individuals are intrin-

More importantly, the MBSR program and his

sically good natured and that by working on that

renewed awareness contributed to him improving on

his communication skills and gave him a clearer pic-

potential during the counseling the client can pro-

ture on implementing changes within the organiza-

mote their self-actualization. This process is only

tion, including improved employee engagement. He

possible if the relationship between counselor and

perceives himself as more productive by delegating

client is based on a series of necessary and sufficient

more and spending time being strategic instead of

conditions, central to developing the coaching part-

constantly operating in ‘‘fire fighting mode.’’

nership (Passmore, 2007). Mindfulness can be seen

MBSR Case Study (adapted from Kabat-Zinn, 

as an invaluable tool in guaranteeing that Rogers’s

1990)

conditions are met and maintained. Congruence, 

the ability to be true to oneself, for example, requires

that the coach is in touch with their current experi-

The MBSR is an eight-week program designed to

ence of the present to behave and communicate in a

empower the participants in self-regulating their

way that is consistent with it. Mindfulness’s inclu-

health through mindfulness. Its benefits are reported

sive and authentic approach to the present provides
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the right tools for the coach to experience reality and strong cognitive input and we felt that providing

remain non-judgmental, while at the same time

some structure may prove conducive to learning

maintaining

genuineness

and

authenticity. 

and adopting these skills. 

Empathic understanding, another construct central

Prior to describing some exercises to develop

to Rogers’s model, requires for the coach to experi-

mindfulness, we feel compelled to clarify the meaning

ence reality through the client’s mental models. 

of our proposed model. The first important step is

While mindfulness does not necessarily provide a

Knowledge. This may appear an obvious choice; how-

vision of reality from others’ point of view, it pro-

ever we have yet to find in the literature an explicit

vides an inclusive picture. The picture that the coach

attempt to include learning mindfulness knowledge

and the client are constantly painting together

as a central step into the journey to becoming more

belongs at once to the coach, the client, and their

mindful. We feel it is crucial to developing this state

union; as such the coach, by being mindful, is able to

of mind that one understands its concepts, its bene-

experience their contribution and that of the client

fits, and the rationale behind its adoption. 

as if it were their own. Furthermore, it has been

The second step is Purposeful Awareness. This is

shown

that

mindfulness

promotes

creativity

the part of the process that is most difficult to

(Langer & Piper, 1987; Langer, 1997) and it is

commit to a description, as it is pre-verbal. 

accepted that part of the coaching process is creative, 

Awareness is at times confused with attention. The

in particular for the client who may need to mold

two terms are not synonyms, however they are clo-

potential outcomes out of their current under-

sely linked. Awareness is the collection of all present

standing of reality and their vision of the future. 

sensory inputs; imagine it to be a radar that con-

The individuals and their relationship can further

stantly scans the environment, internally and exter-

benefit when the coach adopts mindfulness techni-

nally to you, consciously and sub-consciously. 

ques to ground themselves to the present to leave

Attention is focusing the cognitive efforts on one

behind the pressures and the burden of commit-

specific target that the radar presents on screen. 

ments prior to the meeting, such as, for example, a

Purposeful Awareness is the appreciation for the

previous coaching session. 

complexity of reality and the vast range of stimuli

All these areas of positive psychology aim to

it provides. It is at this stage that one learns to be

improve well-being and have, to a degree, been

mindful about being mindful and expands their

applied to the workplace. It has been argued that

perception of ‘‘what is’’ to the present moment. It

mindfulness, with its ability to influence and posi-

is at this stage that one remembers to remember. 

tively impact, is a linking thread between all of them. 

The third step, Inclusive & Authentic Attention, 

aims to develop the ability to observe and focus

attention on the who, what, when, and where; the

Developing Mindfulness

why is excluded to emphasize the non-judgmental

Mindfulness can be developed by anyone

nature of this process. This skill should be

through training and practice (Kabat-Zinn, 1990), 

approached with a sense of deep curiosity, as if we

determination, patience and, almost paradoxically, a

were engaging in that observation for the very first

mindful approach. How can something be devel-

time. An example may help. While reading these

oped when that same something is needed to

words you are probably standing or sitting. If you

develop it? This paradox is an indication of the

are standing take a few seconds to notice your feet

difficulty in explaining mindfulness through words

pressing on the ground; if you are sitting notice your

alone. However, this does not signify that its process

bottom pressing on the chair. Inclusive & Authentic

cannot be broken down to identify areas that can be

Attention is what allows discerning between the

described, and taught. 

knowledge that gravity is having an effect on our

Several different ways of developing mindfulness

body and the actual experience of that effect, which

have been described according to its applications; we

we only notice when focusing attention on it. There

propose a four-step model, similar in content to

is no goal in the process of awareness and attention; 

others, but grouped under different categories:

one should immerse themselves in the present

Knowledge; Purposeful Awareness; Inclusive & 

moment ‘‘as is,’’ without a desire to experience

Authentic

Attention; 

and

Non-Judgmental

more. Our brain is not designed to process all that

Acceptance. Although we recognize that the very

reality presents, one should trust the process and

attempt of providing structure is in itself limitative

realize that what is important and relevant will

to mindfulness and its nature, learning requires a

emerge from the background. 

M A R I A N E T T I , P A S S M O R E

195

Table 15.1 Four-step approach to mindful awareness

Knowledge

To understand mindfulness’ concepts and benefits

Purposeful Awareness (remembering to remember)

To appreciate the complexity of reality ‘‘as is’’

Inclusive & Authentic Attention (focusing attention)

To bring attention to the present moment

Non-Judgmental Acceptance (letting go)

To recognize events without making assumptions

The fourth and final step is Non-Judgmental

trigger and awareness: ‘‘every time I see/do/experi-

Acceptance. The aim is to observe the stimuli, 

ence X, I will remind myself to open my mind to the

internal and external, for what they are: thoughts, 

complexities of the present.’’ No trigger can retain its

emotions, or physical sensation; at this stage there is

strength forever, eventually desensitization will take

no intention to seek meaning. The only interest is in

place, this can however be recognized as a trigger and

experiencing the events as they unfold. Thoughts, 

an opportunity for change. 

emotions, and physical sensations are not necessarily

Developing Inclusive & Authentic Attention

facts and can be experienced without an intention to

(focusing attention) can be achieved through various

change them, approve or disapprove of them, like or

exercises that purposely focus attention on a parti-

dislike them. 

cular aspect of the present. The three exercises out-

We feel that this approach to developing mind-

lined in Figures 15.1, 15.2, and 15.3 are very brief

fulness skills is not complete, as each individual lives

and can easily be integrated in our work lives. The

the dimensions of this experience in a completely

aim is the same for all three, to sensitize our attention

personal way. It is however a starting point, which

to the events of the present moment. 

provides a certain frame of reference to begin this

Developing Non-Judgmental Acceptance (letting

journey. This framework provides a guide to initiate

go) is an intrinsic part of the above exercises and

altering habitual states of consciousness that trap us

mindfulness meditation. Trying to quiet the mind is

into automatic actions. Mindfulness is a journey, a

extremely difficult, even for experienced meditation

gradual process, and this is why it is most effective

practitioners; this however, should not be seen as a

when awareness is brought on this path regularly and

problem. Mindfulness does not have a goal, there is

on a daily basis. Table 15.1 summarizes our four-

no control over the experience we guide ourselves

step model. 

through; the purpose is the experience itself. This

means that when practicing, the mind is left free to

Mindfulness in the Workplace

wander and is gently guided back to the practice

The following activities are not sufficient to

when this happens. At the beginning of their prac-

absorb and savor the full extent of mindfulness

tice one of us (Oberdan) used to negatively engage

practice; however, they provide a first step into the

with events and get frustrated for his inability to stay

process. They are designed to be easily included in

focused; he would engage in inner-dialogue such as:

the workplace and they are not substitutes for formal

‘‘Come on, this is pathetic, you ought to do better

mindfulness training, which can be undertaken in

than that. Come on, leave that thought and come

the organization with a trained instructor through

back to the breath, it’s not that difficult after all!’’

coaching or training. 

This is counter-productive; there is an attempt to

Developing Purposeful Awareness (remembering

control the process and one soon realizes that

to remember) can be helped by triggers and is easily

fighting it only makes it more difficult. Non-

implemented at work. The more triggers people are

Judgmental Acceptance is the ability to accept the

sensitive to, the higher the chances to live mindfully. 

events that surface, allow them their space, and let

Everyone can develop their own set of triggers

them go. The inner dialogue may, in this case, 

through practice; however there are some simple

change to something like this: ‘‘Ok, I notice you

ones that are easy to implement: the telephone

have surfaced and I realize you may need your own

ring, logging into the workstation first thing in the

space. We can engage later; now I will guide my

morning, placing visual reminders (such as colorful

attention back to the breath.’’

post-it notes) in visible areas (i.e., monitor, key-

Other exercises that can be integrated in everyday

board, or handset), looking at the watch and more. 

informal practice can include the Three Pleasant

Virtually any cue can become a mindfulness trigger, 

Things (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005); 

what is needed is the mental association between the

the Body Scan and the Walking Meditation
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5 MINUTES A DAY

This exercise can be conducted wherever and whenever it is possible to pause for 5 minutes; at the desk, waiting for a meeting to start, on the way to work . . . 

Begin by becoming silent and centering on yourself

Ask yourself direct questions about your thoughts, emotions, or physical sensations (e.g.): What thoughts are currently running through my mind? 

How are they affecting me? 

What emotions can I feel right now? 

Where am I experiencing them in my body? 

What physical sensations can I detect in my body right now? 

How is my body reacting to them? 

Watch the answers to these questions

Let them flow

Experience the outcomes

NOTE

This short exercise may bring to attention some negative stimuli that may prove uncomfortable. If this is the case you may choose to carry it out in a more private area. In any case, allow the sensations to surface. 

The purpose is to experience your real self in the moment in an inclusive and authentic way, accept reality with equanimity. 

Figure 15.1 5 Minutes a Day. 

BREATHING SPACE

This exercise could be conducted as a complement to ‘‘5 Minutes A Day’’ or as a standalone; it should not take more than 3 minutes. 

Begin by becoming silent and centering on yourself (skip this step if you are conducting this after the previous exercise) Redirect full attention to the breathing, noticing in particular the end point of each in-breath and the end point of each out-breath

Continue for around 20 breaths

Expand your present awareness to include your whole body and your feelings Experience the feeling of reality and the renewed sense of calm that usually follows NOTE

This exercise should provide an opportunity to step out of a repeating pattern or a difficult moment, such as before a meeting, a presentation or after a heated exchange with someone. 

Breathing is a function we always carry with us, as such it can be the easiest and most accessible tool we can use to focus attention to the present moment. 

Figure 15.2 ‘‘Breathing Space’’ exercise. Adapted from Segal, Z. V., Williams, J. M., & Teasdale, J. D. (2002). Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression: A New Approach to Preventing Relapse. Ó 2001 by Guildford Publications, Inc. Reproduced with permission. 

BUON APPETITO! 

This exercise should be conducted at least once at week during breakfast, or lunch. The purpose is to consume your meal paying full attention to the food you are eating. 

Choose a quiet, relaxed area in which to consume your meal alone

Remove all distractions (TV, books, newspaper, meeting notes, music, etc.) Prior to beginning eating, observe, smell, and (if possible) touch your food. Be curious about it, experience it as you have never done before, as if it is the first time you see it

Begin eating slowly. Take a bite and experience the flavors on all areas of your mouth (each area of the tongue is sensitive to different flavors). Chew it noticing its texture and consistency Swallow the food and follow its path to the stomach and notice being fuller by one bite Every other bite will be somewhat different, experience these differences and fully enjoy your meal NOTE

While conducting the exercise, as it is normal, you will experience many different thoughts, some that are related to the food you are eating, some that are not, some positive, some not. Whatever the thoughts, just observe them, welcome them and go back to eating mindfully. 

We realize many of you probably do not take a lunch break, however this could be a weekly appointment which provides the right excuse to take it. 

Figure 15.3 Buon Appetito! 

M A R I A N E T T I , P A S S M O R E

197

(Kabat-Zinn, 1990); for a list of activities that can be Closing Summary

implemented in our working routine see Mindfulness

In this chapter we have presented a case for

and Mastery: 21 Ways to Reduce Stress During the

bringing mindfulness to the workplace. We began

Workday (Santorelli, 1996). With time the practice

by highlighting the impact of focusing exclusively on

will become easier and more habitual, its healing

future objectives and outcomes and the importance

effects will modify the outlook on life and operate

to redirect attention to the only place where our

at a conscious and subconscious level to enrich our

actions have an impact, the present. 

experience of the present. 

We emphasized some of the psychological, phy-

siological, and organizational benefits of mindful-

ness and clarified the meaning of the concept:

Conclusion

‘‘a state of mind that cultivated regularly promotes

Mindfulness is a state of mind that cultivated

an inclusive and authentic experience of the present

regularly promotes the experience of the present

moment.’’ Mindfulness allows us to ‘‘sharpen the

moment in an inclusive and authentic way. 

chisel’’ and become more effective while remaining

Research appears to suggest that this process has a

healthier; in this state of mind the past and the future

positive influence on well-being, and throughout

are very important and provide critical information

this chapter we have described ways in which this

to inform our actions in the present. 

process can promote health and contribute to self-

We shared a journey to explore some links

actualization and better performance. We have dis-

between mindfulness and applied positive psy-

covered that as a state of consciousness it is difficult

chology, in particular the contribution that mind-

to describe and can only be fully understood

fulness brings to our experience of flow, our efforts

through practice. Its practice has, for the last few

to combat helplessness and stress, our use of our

thousand years, entertained and benefited many

strengths, and our abilities as coaches. 

people and in the last three decades its presence

In conclusion we have presented a framework

has pervaded the popular and academic press fol-

and a strategy for introducing and developing mind-

lowing its integration as a complement to tradi-

fulness in the workplace. We made a distinction

tional Western medical and clinical practices. The

between formal mindfulness meditation and

number of mindfulness-based interventions con-

informal practice; the latter being no substitute for

tinue to grow and now include some that adopt a

formal meditation, but the initial steps into a

pure positive psychology perspective, that of

mindset of present-focused life. Mindfulness is a

building on the existing potential of ‘‘healthy’’

lifestyle, not just a skill or technique; it requires

individuals. 

dedication and an appreciation for the complexity

The application of mindfulness to the work-

of life. In its thirty years’ history in the medical and

place has enormous potential, there are however

clinical Western culture mindfulness has made huge

important obstacles to overcome. First among all

contributions; much is left to explore and to discover

of them is convincing CEOs, decision- and policy-

and so we close with a few pointers for future

makers, that slowing down in a business environ-

research and practice. 

ment that is under constant pressure to accelerate

its pace is the answer to many of today’s great

Directions for Research

business challenges. 

• Mindfulness and self-awareness. Individuals

The evidence is mounting strongly, and mind-

who have a view of themselves which is closely

fulness continues to prove beneficial across many

aligned to that which others hold of them tend to

domains, but more research is needed to measure

experience a more fulfilling and less stressful life. 

the impact that mindfulness has on the health and

Linking mindfulness measures to 360 assessments

well-being in the workplace, and also on the bottom

may provide an insight into the value of teaching

line. There is a need to translate our psychological

mindfulness as a skill for improved self-awareness. 

language into a business language that captures

• Mindfulness and stress in the workplace. 

attention and invites businesses to embrace the prac-

Measuring individual levels of mindfulness and

tice of mindfulness in an attempt to create healthy

perceived levels of stress across several organizations

work environments that foster learning and devel-

may provide interesting data on sector specific

opment, and perhaps there is space for new products

experience of stress and the possible uses of

that mix the all important positive psychology and

mindfulness to curb or reduce stress in the

business knowledge, languages and practices. 

workplace. 
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• Mindfulness among CEOs. CEOs operate at a

Cropley, M., & Purvis, L. J. (2003). Job strain and rumination

level that requires vision as well as an accurate view of

about work issues during leisure time: A diary study. European

current threats and opportunities. Measuring their

Journal of Work and Organisational Psychology, 12, 195–207. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal

mindfulness levels may provide a view of how

experience. New York: Harper & Row. 

important this state of mind can be for leaders. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M., & LeFevre, J. (1989). Optimal experience

in work and leisure. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 56 (5), 815–822. 

Implications for Practice

Davidson, R. J., Kabat-Zinn, J., Schumacher, J., Rosenkranz, M., 

• Becoming more mindful begins with a choice. 

Muller, D., Santorelli, S. F., et al. (2003). Alterations in brain

Make the commitment; choose to focus your

and immune function produced by mindfulness meditation. 

attention to the present. Only by beginning the

Psychosomatic Medicine, 65 (4), 564–570. 

Delle Fave, A., & Massimini, F. (2003). Optimal experience in

journey can one get closer to the finish line. 

work and leisure among teachers and physicians. Leisure

• Understand the nature of mindfulness; in

Studies, 22, 323–342. 

particular its focus on the present and its non-

Delle Fave, A., & Massimini, F. (2004). Bringing subjectivity into

judgmental acceptance. Paradoxically, it is by

focus: Optimal experiences, life themes, and person-centered

letting go of the desire to control that we will gain

rehabilitation. In P. A. Linley & S. Joseph, Positive psychology

in practice (pp. 581–597). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

more control. 

Duerr, M. (2004). The contemplative organisation. Journal of

• Weave informal mindfulness activities in your

Organizational Change, 17 (1), 43–61. 

everyday life. This is no substitute for formal

Ellis, A. (1994). Reason and emotion in psychotherapy: A compre-

practice, but it is a first step into a new lifestyle. 

hensive method of treating human disturbances; Revised and

•

updated. Secaucus, NJ: Carol Publishing Group. 

Share your knowledge and understanding of

Epstein, R. (1999). Mindful practice. Journal of the American

mindfulness with others. Talking about it is a way of

Medical Association, 282, 833–839. 

reinforcing your own learning; it is also a way to

Fiol, C. M., & O’Connor, E. J. (2003). Waking up! Mindfulness

surround yourself with people who can join you and

in the face of bandwagons. Academy of Management Review, 

support the collective effort. 

28, 54–70. 

Government. (2005). Health, work, and well-being: Caring for our

future; A strategy for the health and well-being of working-age

References

people. London: Department of Health; Department for Work

Alexander, C. N., Langer, E. J., Newman, R. I., Chandler, H. M., 

and Pensions; Health and Safety Executive. Available at http://

& Davies, J. L. (1989). Transcendental meditation, mindful-

www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/

ness, and longevity: An experimental study with the elderly. 

PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4121756. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 950–964. 

Hopkins, A. (2002). Safety culture, mindfulness and safe behaviour:

Baer, R. A., Smith, G., & Allen, K. (2004). Assessment of mind-

Converging ideas? Working Paper, National Research Centre

fulness by self-report: The Kentucky Inventory of

for Occupational Health and Safety Regulation. 

Mindfulness Skills. Assessment, 11 (3), 191–206. 

HSE. (2007). Health and Safety Statistics 2006/07. Health and

Barrios-Choplin, B., McCarty, R., & Cryer, B. (1997). An inner

Safety Executive. 

quality approach to reducing stress and improving physical

Issel, L. M., & Narasimha, K. M. (2007). Creating complex

and emotional well-being at work. Stress Medicine, 13 (3), 

health improvement programs as mindful organisations:

193–201. 

From theory to action. Journal of Health Organization and

Boniwell, I., & Zimbardo, P. G. (2003). Time to find the right

Management, 21 (2), 166–183. 

balance. Psychologist, 16 (3), 129–131. 

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full catastrophe living: How to cope with

Brown, K. W., & Kasser, T. (2005). Are psychological and

stress, pain, and illness using mindfulness meditation. London:

ecological well-being compatible? The role of values, mind-

Piatkus. 

fulness, and lifestyle. Social Indicators Research, 74 (2), 

Kabat-Zinn, J., Massion, A. O., Kristeller, J., Peterson, L. G., 

349–368. 

Fletcher, K. E., Pbert, L., et al. (1992). Effectiveness of a

Brown, K. W., & Ryan, R. M. (2003). The benefits of being

meditation-based stress reduction program in the treatment

present: Mindfulness and its role in psychological well-being. 

of anxiety disorders. American Journal of Psychiatry, 149, 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84 (4), 822–848. 

936–943. 

Brown, K. W., & Ryan, R. M. (2004). Fostering healthy self-

Kabat-Zinn, J., Wheeler, E., Light, T., Skillings, A., Scharf, 

regulation from within and without: A self-determination

M. J., Cropley, T. G., et al. (1998). Influence of a mind-

theory. In P. A. Linley & S. Joseph, Positive psychology in

fulness meditation-based stress reduction intervention on

practice (pp. 105–124). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

rates of skin clearing in patients with moderate to severe

Browning, L., & Boudès, T. (2005). The use of narrative to

psoriasis undergoing phototherapy (UVB) and photoche-


understand and respond to complexity: A comparative ana-

motherapy (PUVA). Psychosomatic Medicine, 60 (5), 625–

lysis of the Cynefin and Weickian models. Emergence:

632. 

Complexity & organization, 7 (3–4), 32–39. 

Kauffman, C., & Scoular, A. (2004). Toward a positive psy-

Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. O. (2001). Now, discover your

chology of executive coaching. In P. A. Linley & S. Joseph

strengths: How to develop your talents and those of the people you

(Eds.), Positive psychology in practice (pp. 287–302). Hoboken, 

manage. London: Simon & Schuster. 

NJ: Wiley. 

M A R I A N E T T I , P A S S M O R E

199

Knotek, K., & Watson, A. E. (2006). Organizational character-Santorelli, S. F. (1996). Mindfulness and mastery in the work-

istics that contribute to success in engaging the public to

place: 21 ways to reduce stress during the workday. In

accomplish fuels management at the wilderness/non-wilder-

A. Kotler (Ed.), Engaged Buddhist reader (pp. 39–45). 

ness interface. USDA Forest Service Proceedings RMRS-P-41, 

Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press. 

(pp. 703–713). Portland, OR. 

Segal, Z. V., Williams, J. M., & Teasdale, J. D. (2002). 

Kriger, M. P., & Hanson, B. J. (1999). A value-based paradigm

Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression. New York:

for creating truly healthy organizations. Journal of

The Guildford Press. 

Organizational Change Management, 12 (4), 302–317. 

Seligman, M. E. (2002). Authentic happiness. New York: Free

Langer, E. J. (1997). The power of mindful learning. Reading, MA:

Press. 

Addison-Wesley. 

Seligman, M. E. (2006). Learned optimism: How to change your

Langer, E. J. (2002). Well-being: Mindfulness versus positive

mind and your life. New York: Vintage Books. 

evaluation. In C. R. Snyder & S. J. Lopez, Handbook of

Seligman, M. E., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). 

Positive Psychology (pp. 214–230). New York: Oxford

Positive psychology progress: Empirical validation of inter-

University Press. 

ventions. American Psychologist, 60 (5), 410–421. 

Langer, E. J., & Piper, A. (1987). The prevention of mindlessness. 

Shapiro, S. L., Astin, J. A., Bishop, S. R., & Cordova, M. (2005). 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 53, 280–287. 

Mindfulness-based stress reduction for health care profes-

Linley, P. A., & Harrington, S. (2005). Positive Psychology and

sionals: Results from a randomized trial. International

Coaching Psychology: Perspectives on integration. The

Journal of Stress Management, 12 (2), 164–176. 

Coaching Psychologist, 1, 13–14. 

Shapiro, S. L., Schwartz, G. E., & Santerre, C. (2005). 

McCraty, R. M. (2003). Impact of a workplace stress reduction

Meditation and positive psychology. In C. R. Snyder & S. J. 

program on blood pressure and emotional health in hyperten-

Lopez (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychology (pp. 632–645). 

sive employees. Journal of Alternative and Complementary

New York: Oxford University Press. 

Medicine, 9 (3), 355–369. 

Shefy, E., & Sadler-Smith, E. (2006). Applying holistic principles

Miller, J. J., Fletcher, K., & Kabat-Zinn, J. (1995). Three-year

in management development. Journal of Management

follow-up and clinical implications of a mindfulness medita-

Development, 25 (4), 368–385. 

tion-based stress reduction intervention in the treatment of

Silberman, J. (2007, March 27). Mindfulness and VIA signature

anxiety disorders. General Hospital Psychiatry, 17, 192–200. 

strengths. Positive Psychology News Daily. Retrieved from

Neff, K. D., Hsieh, Y. P., & Dejitterat, K. (2005). Self-compas-

http://pos-psych.com/news/jordan-silberman/20070327179

sion, achievement goals, and coping with academic failure. 

on October 31, 2007. 

Self and Identity, 4, 263–287. 

Speca, M., Carlson, L. E., Goodey, E., & Angen, M. (2000). 

Passmore, J. (2007). An integrative model for executive coaching. 

A randomized, wait-list controlled clinical trial: The effect of a

Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 59 (1), 

mindfulness meditation-based stress reduction program on

68–78. 

mood and symptoms of stress in cancer outpatients. 

Passmore, J., & Marianetti, O. (2007, Dec.). The role of mind-

Psychosomatic Medicine, 62, 613–622. 

fulness in coaching.The Coaching Psychologist, 3 (3), 

Tacon, A. M., Caldera, Y. M., & Ronaghan, C. (2004). 

130–136. 

Mindfulness-based stress reduction in women with breast

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. (2004). Character strengths and

cancer. Families, Systems, and Health, 22 (2), 193–203. 

virtues: A classification and handbook. Washington, DC:

Weick, K. E., & Sutcliffe, K. M. (2001). Managing the unexpected:

American Psychological Association. 

Assuring high performance in an age of complexity. San

Rein, G., & McCraty, R. M. (1995). Effects of positive and

Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 

negative emotions on salivary IgA. Journal for the

Yeganeh, B. (2006). Mindful experiential learning. PhD thesis, 

Advancement of Medicine, 8 (2), 87–105. 

Case

Western

Reserve

University, 

Department

of

Riskin, L. L. (2004). Mindfulness: Foundational training for

Organizational Behavior. 

dispute resolution. Journal of Legal Education, 54 (1), 79–90. 

Zimbardo, P. G., & Boyd, J. N. (1999). Putting time in perspec-

Rogers, C. R. (1961). On becoming a person: A therapist’s view of

tive: A valid, reliable individual-differences metric. Journal of

psychology. London: Constable. 

Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 1271–1288. 

200

M I N D F U L N E S S A T W O R K

C H A P T E R

16 Work-Life Balance: The Roles of

Work-Family Conflict and Work-Family

Facilitation

Boris B. Baltes, Malissa A. Clark, and Madhura Chakrabarti

Abstract

Balancing work and family demands is a critical challenge facing most employees. While much of the extant literature on the topic of work–family has traditionally focused on how work and family roles conflict, more recent research has begun to realize that individuals can achieve work–life balance and can actually improve their quality of life by participating in both roles. The present chapter begins with a brief discussion of work–family conflict, followed by a discussion of the more recent concept of work–family balance and the positive outcomes associated with it. Both organizational initiatives and individual coping strategies to facilitate work–life balance are discussed here. Finally, work–family facilitation, a concept that emphasizes that participation in both work and family roles can improve one’s quality of life is introduced. 

Directions for research and implications for practice are also discussed. 

Keywords: work–life balance, work–family conflict, work–family facilitation, organizational initiatives, coping strategies

Balancing work and family demands is a critical

the other role (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). 

challenge facing most employees. Over the last

Theories explaining the causes behind work-family

decade, an ever increasing number of employees

conflict are numerous. Two of the main theories

are struggling with how to manage their joint enact-

often cited in the literature are scarcity theory and

ment of work and family roles to support produc-

conflict theory. Scarcity theory assumes that the

tivity in both domains. The growth in employees’

personal resources of time, energy, and attention

non-work demands and the rising corporate invest-

are finite, and that the devotion of greater resources

ments in family-friendly policies have important

to one role necessitates the devotion of lesser

implications not only for individuals and organiza-

resources to the other role (Edwards & Rothbard, 

tions but also for research purposes in the areas of

2000; Marks, 1977; Seiber, 1974). Conflict theory

work-family conflict and work-life balance. As this

proposes that work and family domains are incom-

chapter goes on to explore, these are issues to which

patible due to their different norms and responsibil-

positive psychology is well placed to contribute. 

ities (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). By combining

First, however, the chapter explores research and

both theories, one could say that exposure to stres-

practice to date in relation to work-family conflict

sors in a given domain (e.g., work) may lead to

and work-life balance. 

irritability, fatigue, or preoccupation with those pro-

blems, thereby limiting one’s ability to meet the

What Is Work-Family Conflict? 

demands of other domains of life (e.g., family), 

Work-family conflict is said to arise from simul-

thus leading to work-family conflict. 

taneous pressures from the work and family domains

Work-family conflict researchers have tradi-

that are incompatible in some respect. Because of

tionally focused on measuring and describing con-

this incompatibility, participation in one role is

flict between the work and family domains. 

made more difficult by virtue of participation in

However, researchers have begun to study the
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various ways by which people manage the bound-

Ashforth et al. (2000) provide an example of

aries of work and family in an attempt to create

complete segmentation in the case of the exotic

harmony and balance between these two domains. 

dancer who may conceal her occupation from

Boundary management has its roots in the

family and friends. In their example of complete

concept of boundary work, which is defined as

integration, they talk about a nun who lives and

the practices that concretize and give meaning to

works in a convent. Such cases are clearly the excep-

mental frameworks by placing, maintaining, and

tion. Most employees tend to enact less extreme

challenging

cultural

categories

(Nippert-Eng, 

versions of segmentation or integration in their

1996). Boundary work within the realms of

desires either to heighten, or to blur, the boundaries

home and work thus creates a range of relation-

between roles. Boundary theory also posits that the

ships between work and home, with those relation-

extent of segmentation and integration is related to

ships ranging from those that are highly

the extent of permeability and flexibility of the

integrating to those that are highly segmenting. 

boundaries between two domains. For example, if

More specifically, these relationships have also

work schedules are fixed (lack of flexibility) and work

been called boundary management strategies, as

requires absolute focus (lack of permeability), there

is explored next. 

will be little opportunity for integration, with greater

likelihood of segmentation between work and

family. 

Boundary Management Strategies—

Integration or Segmentation? 

Border theory

Boundary management strategies refer to the

In contrast to boundary theory, work-family

strategies, principles, and practices people use to

border theory is devoted only to work and family

organize and separate role demands and expectations

domains, with work-family balance being the out-

into specific realms of home and work (Nippert-

come of interest. The theory posits that work-family

Eng, 1996). Boundary management can be viewed

balance, which refers to satisfaction and superior

as a continuum with one end being boundary

functioning at work and home with a minimum of

separation/segmentation (when an individual strives

role conflict, can be achieved in a variety of ways

to keep work and family roles completely separate)

depending on the similarity of work and family

and the other end being boundary integration (when

domains, the strength of the boundaries between

an individual conceives of work and home as having

these domains and a variety of other factors

no distinctions in thought, time, or space). In recent

(Desrochers, Hilton, & Larwood, 2005). 

literature, two conceptual models have been devel-

Both boundary and border theory claim that

oped which address the concept of boundary man-

keeping work and family separate makes it easier to

agement of work and family: Boundary Theory

manage work-family borders, integrating work and

(Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000) and Border

family facilitates transitions between these two

Theory (Clark, 2000). Both models address how

domains, and either strategy can improve the well-

people construct, maintain, negotiate, and cross the

being of employees. The primary objective of indi-

lines of demarcation between work and family

viduals in choosing integration or segmentation is to

(Clark, 2000). 

minimize the difficulty of enacting both home and

work roles (Ashforth et al., 2000). 

Boundary theory

Whether one boundary management strategy is

Boundary theory is a general cognitive theory of

more effective than the other is an issue which

social classification (Zerubavel, 1991, 1996) that

remains unanswered. Although empirical findings

focuses on outcomes such as the meanings people

do suggest a superiority of segmentation over inte-

assign to home and work (Nippert-Eng, 1996) and

gration, it is too early to define any strategy as

the ease and frequency of transitioning between roles

efficient or inefficient. For example, in a study by

(Ashforth et al., 2000). This theory views relation-

Kossek and colleagues (2006), the most robust pre-

ships between the home and the work domain as a

dictors of individual well-being were found to be

continuum ranging from segmentation to integra-

(1) higher job control over where, when, and how

tion (Voydanoff, 2005a). Though segmentation and

one worked; and (2) a boundary management

integration lie on a continuum, it is rare that any

strategy favoring the separation of work and family

employee would display complete segmentation or

boundaries. In the same study, results suggested that

complete integration. 

integrators had greater family-to-work conflict. 
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Findings from contemporary research, informed by

more exclusively on the salient role (Ashforth et al., 

either boundary theory or work-family border

2000). Finally, employees may want to separate

theory, suggest that while integrative work-family

home and work to cope with differing expectations

arrangements can help employees balance work

or norms for behavior in the two domains (Hewlin, 

and family life, the work-family boundary can be

2003). 

blurred if work and family life become too highly

The question remains, how do boundary

integrated, and this can then lead to negative con-

management strategies fit into the larger picture

sequences such as work-family conflict, stress, 

and how do they eventually relate to work-

increased distractions, depression, and dissatisfac-

family balance? Voydanoff (2005b) proposed a

tion with both work and family life (Ahrentzen, 

model (see Figure 16.1), which integrates the

1990; Desrochers et al., 2005). 

concepts of work-family fit and work-family bal-

Despite the negative consequences associated

ance through the use of boundary management

with high integration, both segmentation and

strategies (for a full review of the model, see

integration strategies have unique advantages. 

Voydanoff, 2005b). 

Employees

might

desire

greater

integration

Work-family fit is a form of inter-role congruence

because blurring role boundaries helps to resolve

in which the resources associated with one role are

some of the tension arising from holding multiple

sufficient to meet the demands in another role, such

roles. Moreover, greater integration provides

that participation in the second role can be effective

flexibility and enables employees to cope with

(Voydanoff, 2004). This is subdivided into two

multiple demands in their lives by allowing

dimensions: work demands–family resources fit

them to deal with problems in any domain. 

and family demands–work resources fit. In the case

Also, integration reduces the effort needed to

of work demands–family resources fit, family

transition

back

and

forth

between

roles

resources are adequate to meet the demands of the

(Ashforth et al., 2000). 

work role. An example of work demands–family

Alternatively, employees might desire greater seg-

resources fit may be a doctor whose spouse is also a

mentation because it may buffer employees from the

doctor and hence understands and supports his/her

spillover of negative emotions and experiences in one

busy schedule. In the case of family demands–work

domain to the other (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; 

resources fit, work resources are adequate to meet the

Hall & Richter, 1988). Moreover, greater segmenta-

demands arising from the family domain. An

tion reduces interruptions, allowing people to focus

example of family demands–work resources fit

Work Demands, 

Family Demands, 

Family Resources

Work Resources

Boundary-Spanning

Demands and Resources

Work Demands–

Family Demands–

Family Resources Fit

Work Resources Fit

Boundary-Spanning

Strategies

Work-Family Balance

Work and Family Role

Performance and Quality

Figure 16.1 The conceptual model. 
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could be an employee utilizing a company’s on-site

Implications of Boundary Management

childcare service, given a situation in which there is

Research for Organizations

no one to look after the child at home. 

So, what are the implications of boundary man-

In the second stage of the model, the two

agement research for organizations? It has been

dimensions of work-family fit lead to an overall

demonstrated that the fit between the extent to

evaluation of work-family balance either directly

which employees desire segmentation as a boundary

or through the use of boundary-spanning strate-

management strategy, and the boundary manage-

gies. Some of these boundary-spanning strategies

ment strategy offered by the organizational policies

change work and family roles so that demands

in a particular organization, is an important deter-

are reduced (e.g., part time arrangements, redu-

minant of individual and organizational outcomes, 

cing job responsibilities), while other strategies

such as job satisfaction and organizational commit-

help to increase resources (e.g., job flexibility). 

ment (Rothbard, Phillips, & Dumas, 2005). 

Voydanoff (2005b) conceptualizes work-family

Conversely, when fit is absent, this can lead to

balance as a global assessment of whether work

negative affect as well as cognitive and emotional

and family resources are sufficient to meet work

distancing from the organization (Chatman, 1989, 

and family demands, such that participation is

1991; French, Caplan, & Harrison, 1982). 

effective in both domains. 

In practice, organizations often introduce these

Finally, work-family balance is positively asso-

policies with the underlying assumption that the

ciated with work and family role performance (e.g., 

more policies offered, the friendlier the workplace

behaviors performed at work and home such as work

is perceived to be with regard to work-family issues. 

duties, household chores, etc.) and role quality (e.g., 

Instead, organizations should focus on the fit

positive moods and emotions that are derived from

between the policies offered and the boundary man-

work and family roles such as job satisfaction and

agement strategies adopted by the employees. It is

marital happiness). 

inaccurate to assume that the same work-family

Our discussion on boundary management has

policies will work for all employees with family

primarily focused on the individual, but just as

responsibilities. 

individuals may have varying desires for either

It has been suggested by various researchers

greater integration or segmentation, organizational

that characteristics of the family, the organiza-

policies may differentially foster more or less inte-

tional context, and the employee influence indi-

gration or segmentation of work and family

vidual decisions regarding boundary management

domains. Organizational responses to non-work

strategies for role synthesis. Examples of family

demands have been categorized by Voydanoff

characteristics

include

care-giving

resources, 

(2005b) into work support policies (e.g., those

dependent types, relationship to caregiver, and

helping employees accommodate their family

living

arrangements. 

Organizational

factors

responsibilities without reducing their work

include level of autonomy in one’s job, formal

hours or the amount of work that is performed)

work-family practices, and organizational climate. 

and family support policies (e.g., those allowing

Finally, individual characteristics include gender

workers to take time off from work to meet family

and personality. Future research should study

responsibilities or to work part-time). In addition, 

these as determinants in the choice of boundary

the organization can offer normative support (e.g., 

management strategies, in order to help explain

a work-family culture and supervisors who provide

why one employee chooses to integrate, while

legitimacy to use the work-life support policies; 

another chooses to segment within the same

Voydanoff, 2005b). 

work environment. This research would assist

Thus, some organizational policies may help

organizations in designing appropriate work-life

individuals to strengthen boundaries between work

policies, which would eventually aid the organiza-

and non-work roles, whereas others may help

tion in achieving its goal—that of more

weaken the boundaries between these roles. For

employees using the services provided by such

example, past research suggests that on-site childcare

policies, ultimately leading to a happier and

falls more on the integrating end and flextime more

more committed workforce. 

on the segmenting end of the integration-segmenta-

So far, we have discussed how boundary manage-

tion continuum (Ashforth et al., 2000; Kossek, Noe, 

ment strategies have implications for both individual

& DeMarr, 1999, Nippert-Eng, 1996; Rau & 

and organizational outcomes. We now turn our

Hyland, 2002). 

attention to a more detailed discussion of
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organizational initiatives and individual coping stra-

to increased productivity, job satisfaction, satisfac-

tegies meant to facilitate work-family balance. 

tion with work schedule, and decreased absenteeism. 

Flextime has also been linked to increased employee

Organizational Initiatives to Facilitate

loyalty, improved coordination of work and non-

Work-Life Balance

work responsibilities, and reduced work-family con-

Organizations have implemented a variety of

flict (Dunham, Pierce, & Castan˜eda, 1987; Ralston, 

family-friendly organizational programs and policies

1989; Roehling, Roehling, & Moen, 2001). A qua-

in an effort to help individuals cope with the

litative analysis of middle-class dual-earner couples

demands of balancing work and family. These initia-

who reported success in balancing work and family

tives include flexible scheduling (flextime), com-

found that flexible work scheduling was the

pressed

work

week, 

telecommuting, 

on-site

most prominent theme discussed (Haddock, 

childcare, part-time schedules, and job sharing

Zimmerman, Ziemba, & Lyness, 2006). Flextime

(Frye & Breaugh, 2004; Sutton & Noe, 2005). 

also has been shown to help employees deal with

Many of these organizational initiatives have led to

eldercare issues (Pavalko & Henderson, 2006). 

such outcomes as reduced work-family conflict, and

Despite these findings, there are some potential

increased family satisfaction (Aryee, Fields, & Luk, 

drawbacks to flextime. Some flexible schedules that

1999; Brough, O’Driscoll, & Kalliath, 2005; Frye & 

are offered actually allow for very little flexibility, 

Breaugh, 2004; Thompson, Beauvais, & Lyness, 

and the number of hours in which a person works

1999). This section provides an overview of the

may increase with a flexible schedule (Sutton & 

most widely researched organizational initiatives

Noe, 2005). In fact, a study by Comfort and collea-

aimed at addressing the demands of work and

gues found that the percentage of Canadian

family (i.e., flextime, compressed work weeks, tele-

employees working 50þ hours doubles or triples in

commuting, and on-site childcare), in order to

the presence of flexible arrangements (Comfort, 

examine the effectiveness of each initiative at redu-

Johnson, & Wallace, 2003). Saltzstein and collea-

cing employees’ work-family conflict. The section

gues’ (2001) study of over 30,000 U.S. government

concludes with a discussion of family-friendly

employees did not find a relationship between flex-

climate and its relationship to these initiatives. 

ible schedules and satisfaction with work-family bal-

ance, and they found a small negative relationship

Flextime

between usage of flexible schedules and job satisfac-

By far, the most commonly implemented orga-

tion. As mentioned earlier, these ‘‘negative’’ out-

nizational policy is flextime. Flextime is when an

comes could be due to a lack of fit between the

employer sets a band of time where all employees

boundary management strategy of particular

are required to be in the office (usually from 9 or

workers and the type of policies offered by their

10 a.m. until 2 or 3 p.m.), and employees have the

organizations. 

discretion as to what time they will arrive and leave

work outside of that band (Baltes, Briggs, Huff, 

Compressed Workweek

Wright, & Neuman, 1999). This allows employees

With a compressed workweek schedule, the

to start and end their day earlier or later, depending

workweek is shortened to fewer than five days by

on their preference and/or needs. A large-scale study

having employees work longer hours on the days

of over 30,000 U.S. government employees found

they do work (Baltes et al., 1999). A compressed

that 41 percent of employees surveyed utilize flex-

workweek is used less often than flextime, probably

time (Saltzstein et al., 2001). According to a 2005

due to the fact that many organizations require

national U.S. study conducted by the Families and

employees to be present during normal business

Work Institute, 68 percent of companies allow at

hours to help customers. According to the U.S. 

least some employees to periodically change starting

Families and Work Institute’s study, 39 percent of

and finishing times. Flextime is offered significantly

companies allow at least some employees to work a

more often in smaller companies, and the percent of

compressed workweek schedule, and the use of a

companies offering flextime has increased since

compressed workweek has increased since 1998

1998 (Bond, Galinsky, Kim, & Brownfield, 2005). 

(Bond et al., 2005). 

Overall, the research on flexible schedules is very

Compressed workweeks have been shown to

positive. In a meta-analytic review of flextime and

decrease work-family conflict, stress, and fatigue, as

compressed workweeks, Baltes and colleagues

well as increase positive attitudes about the effect of

(1999) found that flextime was significantly related

work schedules on one’s family and social life

B A L T E S , C L A R K , C H A K R A B A R T I
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(Dunham et al., 1987; Ralston, 1989). Saltzstein

who are more introverted may be less affected by this

and colleagues (2001) also found that compressed

social isolation and thus better suited for telecom-

schedules led to more satisfaction with work-family

muting. Additionally, findings suggest that having

balance. However, their findings also suggest that

children at home may offset the isolation factor

compressed workweeks may only be beneficial when

(Kossek et al., 2006). 

someone has assistance in taking care of the children

(or others requiring care), since finding care-giving

On-Site Childcare

arrangements for the extra portion of their working

Another organizational policy designed to reduce

days may be difficult, a point that was also noted by

work-family conflict is to provide on-site childcare, 

Sutton and Noe (2005). 

although the usage of employer-provided childcare

in the United States is fairly low (Saltzstein et al., 

Telecommuting

2001). While the availability of childcare programs

Telecommuting/telework is generally defined as

in the United States did not increase between 1992

working from home or an off-site location for all or

and 1998, the amount of eldercare services offered

part of the workweek, made possible by advances in

by the employer increased substantially during this

telecommunication and information technology. 

time (Bond, Galinsky, & Swanberg, 1998). 

According to the 2005 U.S. Families and Work

Research has found that users of on-site childcare

Study of employers, 31 percent of companies

services were more likely to hold positive attitudes

allowed at least some employees to work from

toward managing their work and family responsibil-

home or off-site on a regular basis (Bond et al., 

ities and less likely to experience problems with day-

2005). The findings regarding the effectiveness of

care (Kossek & Nichol, 1992). In addition, childcare

telecommuting are extremely mixed (for an exten-

policies were positively related to organizational loy-

sive review of telecommuting see Bailey & Kurland, 

alty and negatively related to turnover and absen-

2002). For example, telecommuting has been related

teeism (Milkovich & Gomez, 1976; Roehling et al., 

to increased work-life balance compared to tradi-

2001). However, it has been suggested that there

tional work arrangements, and more perceived con-

may be a backlash, or ‘‘frustration effect,’’ from

trol over one’s work and family roles (Batt & 

workers who are not able to take advantage of such

Valcour, 2003; Hill, Ferris, & Ma¨rtinson, 2003). 

an organizational policy either because they do not

On the other hand, several studies have found

have children or because they are on the waitlist for

that telecommuting was related to increased work-

the service (Kossek & Nichol, 1992). 

family conflict, increased spillover from work to

family, and higher depression rates (Chesley, 

Family-Friendly Climate

Moen, & Shore, 2003; Kurland & Bailey, 1999; 

Based on the mixed findings as to whether many

Saltzstein et al., 2001). Many researchers propose

of these organizational policies and procedures actu-

that telecommuting leads to increased work-family

ally reduce work-family conflict, perhaps a more

conflict because the border between the work and

fruitful area of research revolves around investigating

family domains is more permeable if one is working

the context under which they are implemented. As

at home (Kossek, Lautsch, & Eaton, 2006; 

Allen (2001) points out, offering family-friendly

Saltzstein et al., 2001). For example, employees

policies may not be sufficient; rather it is the

with young children may be constantly interrupted

perception that the organization is family-supportive

from their daily work routine, and even those

that mediates the relationship between the family-

without children may be distracted by household

friendly policies available and positive outcomes. 

care and maintenance duties. 

This sentiment is echoed by many researchers who

Research on telecommuting should focus on

point out that having a positive organizational cli-

what variables may moderate and/or mediate the

mate supporting family-friendly initiatives is key

successfulness of such a work arrangement, such as

to the overall success of these policies (Berg, 

parental status, individual differences (e.g., con-

Kalleberg, & Appelbaum, 2003; Kossek, Colquitt, 

scientiousness), organizational culture, supervisor

& Noe, 2001). Indeed, Thompson and colleagues

support, and family support (Valcour & Hunter, 

(1999) found that a supportive work-family culture

2005). Furthermore, many workers who utilize tele-

was related to employees’ use of work-family

commuting suffer from increased depression, per-

benefits, and both the availability of such policies

haps due to the fact that they are socially isolated

and a supportive work culture predicted lower

from their fellow coworkers. However, employees

work-family conflict. Taking the organization’s
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family-friendly climate into account may explain

Optimization strategies include the investment of

why some prior organizational initiatives did not

time and energy into the acquisition, refinement, 

work, as it may be difficult to fully take advantage

and application of goal-relevant means (e.g., skills; 

of such family-friendly policies if the climate does

Wiese, Freund, & P. B. Baltes, 2000). 

not support it. 

Compensation behaviors occur when alternate

In sum, while some organizational initiatives

means are used to maintain the desired level of

have been successful at increasing work-family bal-

functioning in the face of actual or anticipated

ance, it appears that many factors such as the orga-

decreased resources (P. B. Baltes & M. M. Baltes, 

nizational climate or culture also play a role in their

1990). 

success. Furthermore, given the limited success of

As stated earlier, the theory of SOC hypothesizes

organizational initiatives, researchers have also

that people who report using SOC behaviors will

started to investigate what strategies individuals use

have a higher standing on developmental outcomes

in practice to achieve work-life balance. 

in general and when faced with the limitation of

resources (e.g., time, energy). Thus, it is plausible

Individual Coping Strategies for Achieving

to assume that such individuals will be more suc-

Work-Life Balance

cessful at dealing with the competing roles of work

As mentioned earlier, work-family conflict occurs

and family. 

when an individual’s time and energy resources are

Indeed, a recent study has shown that the

limited. Thus, coping strategies to help balance work

reported use of SOC strategies is related to lower

and family (i.e., reduce work-family conflict) revolve

levels of job and family stressors, and subsequently

around expanding, maintaining, and optimizing the

lower amounts of work-family conflict (Baltes & 

resources one does have to successfully handle mul-

Heydens-Gahir, 

2003). 

Furthermore, 

another

tiple life roles. Along these lines, there have been two

study has demonstrated that these relationships are

work-family coping models that have been empiri-

strongest for those individuals in the most

cally tested. The first, and more general model, is the

demanding situations (Young, Baltes, & Pratt, 

life-management

strategy

entitled

Selection, 

2007). 

Optimization, and Compensation (SOC). SOC is

The second coping model that has been empiri-

a life-span model that characterizes a general strategy

cally tested is the time management model

of life-management associated with developmental

(Macan, Shahani, Dipboye, & Phillips, 1990). 

enhancement, including the successful adaptation to

The time management model can be broken

the losses of biological aging, but it can also apply to

down into three dimensions: (1) Goal setting and

any other forms of resource challenge (P. B. Baltes & 

prioritization, which involves daily decisions about

M. M. Baltes, 1990; Freund & Baltes, 2002; Baltes, 

what is most important to be accomplished; 

1997). 

(2) Mechanics of time management, which

SOC is based on the underlying assumption that

includes such activities as making ‘‘to do’’ lists; 

‘‘the coordinated use of behaviors involving selection

(3) Preference for organization, which involves

(elective and loss-based), optimization, and compen-

maintaining a methodical, organized approach to

sation can (a) increase one’s resources in the sense of

work. The reported use of these time management

developmental enhancement, (b) help maintain

strategies is hypothesized to be related to lower

functioning in the face of challenges, and (c) help

levels of work-family conflict. 

regulate impending losses in resources’’ (Baltes & 

Adams and Jex (1999) investigated both the

Heydens-Gahir, 2003, p. 1006). 

direct and indirect (through perceived control of

Selection is primarily concerned with setting goals

time) relationships between the three dimensions

and is divided into two categories, elective and loss-

of time management and work interference with

based selection. Elective selection occurs when an

family (WIF) and family interference with work

individual’s determination of a goal hierarchy is not

(FIW) conflict. A negative relationship between

the result of a loss of resources. Loss-based selection

time management and FIW was found but it was

occurs when an individual is pressured to change

entirely mediated by perceived control. A similar

their goal hierarchy by the loss of some internal or

mediated relationship was found for time manage-

external resource (Freund & Baltes, 1998). 

ment and WIF conflict. However, only partial med-

Optimization revolves around changes in the allo-

iation was found for the relationships between WIF

cation and/or refinement of resources in order to

conflict and preference for organization and goal

achieve goals (P. B. Baltes & M. M. Baltes, 1990). 

setting and prioritization. 
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While both time management and SOC strate-

Some researchers point out that whether an indivi-

gies involve goal setting and prioritization, time

dual perceives his/her work and family roles as con-

management involves specific ways of setting and

flicting with one another, versus facilitating one

ranking goals, and monitoring goal-related beha-

another, is largely based on the individual’s percep-

viors. SOC, while recognizing the importance of

tion or cognitive appraisal of the two domains

such time management strategies, sets its vision at a

(Higgins, Duxbury, & Johnson, 2000; Voydanoff, 

higher level of analysis. 

2005a). When individuals perceive environmental

In sum, the results discussed above suggest that

demands as exceeding their resources, they tend to

there are individual strategies that do result in

view the two domains as being in conflict; however, if

reduced work-family conflict (i.e., increased work-

they perceive environmental resources as beneficial in

family balance). Furthermore, these strategies seem

other domains, their work and family roles are viewed

to be most useful for the individuals in the most

as facilitative. 

resource-limited situations. However, for these

Research has supported the idea that work-family

results to have important practical implications, 

facilitation is a conceptually distinct construct from

future studies are needed that investigate the beha-

work-family conflict. Rather than being on bipolar

viors involved at a much more specific level. This is

ends of a single continuum, studies have found

especially the case with respect to the SOC model

work-family facilitation to have unique antecedents

since its measurement is done at a very broad level. 

and outcomes from work-family conflict (Aryee, 

Having specific behavioral examples would allow for

Srinivas, & Tan, 2005; Butler, Grzywacz, Bass, & 

the development of training programs designed to

Linney, 2005). Additionally, a review of fifteen stu-

help individuals handle the dual roles of work and

dies that measured both work-family conflict and

family life more successfully. 

work-family enrichment found that generally corre-

Through the discussion above, we see that most

lations between the two constructs were small

of the research regarding organizational initiatives

(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). 

and individual coping strategies focuses on reducing

the amount of work-family conflict. However, the

Models of Work-Family Facilitation

next section will highlight the importance of

Besides the model discussed earlier (Voydadoff, 

studying the concept of work-family facilitation

2005b), several other models of work-family facilita-

from a positive psychology perspective, with

tion have been proposed (e.g., Greenhaus & Powell, 

implications for researchers and practitioners alike. 

2006; Hill, 2005; Kossek et al., 1999; Wayne et al., 

2007); however, many models share similar charac-

Positive Psychology and Work Family

teristics. In most models, both individual factors

Facilitation/Enrichment

(e.g., personality characteristics) and environmental

While many researchers have traditionally

resources (e.g., flexible work policies, supportive

focused their attention on the conflict between a

organizational culture) influence the level of work-

person’s work and family roles, in recent years

family facilitation. 

other researchers have begun to focus on the positive

Wayne and colleagues’ (2007) Resource-Gain-

outcomes that come from work-family facilitation

Development perspective proposes that personality

(e.g., 

Greenhaus

& 

Powell, 

2006; 

Wayne, 

characteristics such as positive affectivity and high

Grzywacz, Carlson, & Kacmar, 2007). Consistent

self-efficacy cause an individual more readily to

with the ideas put forth by proponents of positive

experience positive emotional states, seek out posi-

psychology (Seligman, 2002), researchers studying

tive developmental opportunities, and earn status in

work-family facilitation or enrichment state that

one domain (e.g., work), which all can facilitate

experiences in one role can improve the quality of

functioning in another domain (e.g., family), and

life in the other role (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). 

vice versa. Additionally, environmental resources, 

Thus, juggling multiple life roles can actually be

such as having a job which offers developmental

beneficial to an individual’s well-being. 

opportunities, having a supportive supervisor, or

Work-family facilitation can be defined as ‘‘the

working in an organization with a supportive work-

extent to which an individual’s engagement in

family culture can also promote positive experiences

one life domain (i.e., work/family) provides gains

in one domain (e.g., work) and the acquisition

(i.e., developmental, affective, capital, or efficiency)

of gains (developmental, affective, efficiency) that

which contribute to enhanced functioning of another

can improve functioning in another domain

life domain (i.e., family/work)’’ (Wayne et al., 2007). 

(e.g., family). 
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Several researchers have included the concept of

child interactions and greater overall family well-

Person-Environment fit (P-E fit) into models of

being. In addition, work-family facilitation can

work-family facilitation (e.g., Barnett, Gareis, & 

help individuals at work because positive changes

Brennan, 1999; Edwards & Rothbard, 1999; 

in worker attitudes can lead to such outcomes as

Kossek et al., 1999; Voydanoff, 2005b). P-E fit

enhanced relationships with one’s supervisor and

theory can explain how individuals can react differ-

coworkers and an increased display of organizational

ently to the same situation, which may lead one set

citizenship behaviors (OCBs) in the work domain. 

of individuals to view work and family demands as in

Similarly, Balmforth and Gardner (2006) found that

conflict, while another individual will see the two as

work-family facilitation was significantly related

complementary. If there is a perceived match

to increased job satisfaction, increased OCBs, affec-

between a person’s values and the resources that

tive organizational commitment, and decreased

the environment provides to fulfill those values, 

turnover intentions. Thus, not only is the individual

then the individual will experience greater well-

benefiting from work-family facilitation, organiza-

being and higher levels of work-family facilitation

tions are benefiting from the positive outcomes

(Edwards & Rothbard, 1999). 

as well. 

P-E fit has also been found to mediate the rela-

It is encouraging to see researchers shifting their

tionship between an individual’s work hours and

focus from an emphasis on the conflict between

his/her level of burnout (Barnett et al., 1999). 

work and family to an emphasis on the positive

Barnett and colleagues (1999) define fit as the

benefits that come from work-family facilitation. 

degree to which workers optimize the components

Currently, there are several promising theoretical

of their work-family strategies and the strategies of

models of work-family facilitation/enrichment

their significant other. The better the perceived fit

(e.g., Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Wayne et al., 

between one’s own work schedule and his/her part-

2007). The task for researchers now is to empiri-

ner’s work schedule, the lower one’s feelings of

cally test these models in order to build a compre-

burnout on the job. Kossek and colleagues’ (1999)

hensive

framework

of

the

antecedents, 

model of work-family role synthesis also includes

consequences, and moderators of work-family

P-E fit as a mediator of the relationship between

facilitation. This research can have a great

work-family role synthesis and various outcomes. 

number of positive outcomes for both individuals

Specifically, the model suggests that if there is per-

as well as organizations, and by incorporating more

ceived fit between the strategies chosen for work-

of a positive psychology perspective than has been

family role synthesis, personal preferences, and the

done to date, will be able to draw increasing links

organizational context, this directly relates to posi-

between our scientific understanding of well-being

tive psychological and behavioral outcomes. 

and its antecedents, and work-family conflict and

work-life balance as specific occupational antece-

Work-Family Facilitation and Positive

dents of well-being. 

Outcomes

Work-family facilitation has been shown to be

Directions for Research

very beneficial to an individual’s health and well-

• Research needs to investigate why employees

being, as well as leading to positive outcomes for the

choose specific boundary management strategies. 

organizations which employ these individuals. In

• Given its increasing usage, research on

general, having a rich combination of multiple life

telecommuting needs to focus on what variables

roles (work, marital, parental) has been shown to be

may moderate and/or mediate the successfulness of

beneficial to an individual’s well-being, in that it can

such a work arrangement. 

lead to higher levels of self-esteem and greater overall

• More research is needed investigating the

life satisfaction and self-acceptance (Lennon and

context under which organizational initiatives are

Rosenfield, 1992; Perrone, Ægisdo´ttir, Webb, & 

implemented (i.e., family-friendly climate). 

Blalock, 2006; Ruderman, Ohlott, Panzer, & 

• Research is needed that focuses on identifying

King, 2002). 

specific (trainable) behaviors/strategies that can help

Wayne and colleagues (2007) propose that work-

individuals reduce work-family conflict. 

family facilitation can benefit the family domain

• Traditional work-family research has focused

because an individual can apply the skills, perspec-

on work-family conflict; however, the idea that

tives, or esteem gained at work to their family role, 

having multiple roles facilitates performance in the

which can lead to more positive marital and parent-

other roles needs to be examined more thoroughly. 
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Implications for Practice

Barnett, R. C., Gareis, K. C., & Brennan, R. T. (1999). Fit as a

• Organizations need to pay attention to the fit

mediator of the relationship between work hours and

burnout. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 4, 

between the type of policies offered and the

307–317. 

boundary management strategies adopted by the

Batt, R., & Valcour, P. M. (2003). Human resources practices as

employees. Poor fit may lead to less than expected

predictors of work-family outcomes and employee turnover. 

positive (and perhaps even negative) outcomes. 

Industrial Relations, 42, 189–220. 

• Organizations

should

offer

more

Berg, P., Kalleberg, A. L., & Appelbaum, E. (2003). Balancing

work and family: The role of high-commitment environ-

developmental opportunities to employees so that

ments. Industrial Relations, 42, 168–188. 

they may learn strategies to help balance their work

Bond, J. T., Galinsky, E., Kim, S. S., & Brownfield, E. (2005). 

and family roles. 

The 2005 National Study of Employers. New York: Families & 

• Companies need to ensure that supervisors are

Work Institute. 

supportive of the company policies offered to make

Bond, J. T., Galinsky, E., & Swanberg, J. E. (1998). The 1997

National Study of the Changing Workforce. New York: Families

certain their employees feel comfortable utilizing

and Work Institute. 

them. 

Brough, P., O’Driscoll, M. P., & Kalliath, T. J. (2005). The

• Organizations should consider offering

ability of ‘‘family friendly’’ organizational resources to predict

additional resources (e.g., support networks) to

work-family conflict and job and family satisfaction. Stress and

help employees facilitate work-family balance. 

Health, 21, 223–234. 

Butler, A. B., Grzywacz, J. G., Bass, B. L., & Linney, K. D. 

(2005). Extending the demands-control model: A daily diary
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17 Strengths Development in the Workplace

Timothy D. Hodges and Jim Asplund

Sufficient leadership talents exist on earth for all people to

have productive and harmonious living. Our task is to find

those talents and develop them. 

—Donald O. Clifton

In the early 1950s, several top psychologists noticed a

to identify hundreds of themes of personal talents

major problem: The field of psychology was focused

that predicted work and academic success, and con-

almost entirely on the study of what was wrong with

structed empirically-based, semi-structured inter-

people. While studying and treating pathologies is

views for identifying these themes. 

certainly important and necessary work, these psy-

When developing the interviews, Clifton and

chologists realized that it should not be done to the

other Gallup analysts examined the prescribed roles

exclusion of building on human strengths. 

of a person, visited the job site or academic setting, 

For the next several decades, a group of researchers

and identified outstanding performers in these roles

at Gallup conducted millions of in-depth interviews

and settings. From there, these researchers deter-

to better understand the most natural thoughts, feel-

mined the long-standing thoughts, feelings, and

ings, and behaviors of successful people. The research

behaviors associated with situational success. These

team discovered that when a person leverages his

interviews yielded a variety of useful predictions of

unique and natural gifts, he is able to create increasing

positive outcomes (Harter, Hayes, & Schmidt, 

opportunities for excellence. Time and time again, 

2004; Schmidt & Rader, 1999). In the mid-1990s, 

this new science of ‘‘strengths psychology’’ has pro-

when considering the creation of an objective mea-

vided evidence of the business impact of focusing on

sure of talent, Clifton and colleagues systematically

what is right with people. 

reviewed these interviews and the data they gener-

Dr. Donald O. Clifton, an educational psycholo-

ated to capitalize on the accumulated knowledge and

gist and Gallup research leader, was a pioneer in the

experience of Gallup’s strengths practice. 

study of strengths. In his career spanning more than 50

From this research emerged a philosophy of using

years at the University of Nebraska, Selection Research

talents as the basis for consistent, high levels of

Incorporated, and Gallup, Clifton studied ‘‘frames of

achievement. Specifically, the strengths philosophy

reference’’ (Clifton, Hollingsworth, & Hall, 1952), 

is the assertion that individuals are able to gain far

teacher-student rapport (Dodge & Clifton, 1956), 

more when they expend effort to build on their

management (Clifton, 1970, 1975, 1980), and success

greatest talents than when they spend a comparable

across a wide variety of domains in business and

amount of effort to remediate their weaknesses

education (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Clifton & 

(Clifton & Harter, 2003). 

Anderson, 2002; Clifton & Nelson, 1992). He based

his research and practice on straightforward notions

that stood the test of time and empirical scrutiny. 

What Are Strengths? 

Building on this strong foundation of analysis

Strengths are the defined as the abilities to

and discovery, Clifton believed that individuals

consistently produce near-perfect performance

could operationalize, study, and capitalize upon

on a specific task (Rath, 2007). Strengths are

their talents. He also considered success to be closely

composed of:

associated with personal talents in addition to the

traditional constructs linked with analytical intelli-

• Skills: the basic abilities to perform

gence. In accordance with those beliefs, he worked

fundamental tasks, such as operating a particular
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piece

of

machinery. 

Skills

do

not

occur

attorney who can intuitively see the patterns emerge

naturally—they

must

be

acquired

through

as she pieces together a complex case is likely operating

formal or informal training and practice. 

from an area of natural talent. 

• Knowledge: an acquaintance with, and

• Satisfaction is a positive emotional response to

understanding of, facts and principles accumulated

successfully meeting challenges that engage one’s

through education or experience. 

greatest talents. Consider a teacher who not only

• Talents: natural ways of thinking, feeling, 

masters the course material, but is able to effectively

and behaving, such as an inner drive to

communicate it to students in a way that helps them

compete, sensitivity to the needs of others, or

succeed and apply their learning. These energizing

the tendency to be outgoing at social gatherings. 

experiences are often evidence of a dominant talent

Talents come into existence naturally and cannot

at work. 

be acquired in the way one can obtain skills and

• Timelessness can also serve as a clue to talent. 

knowledge. 

Being engaged in an activity at a deep, natural level

can result in a lack of the sense of time passing. Great

Some aspects of personality are situation-dependent; 

writers often share experiences where they are so

an individual with low conscientiousness can occa-

engaged in their work that several hours often pass

sionally act in a conscientious manner. Similarly, 

without notice. This level of engrossment in an

many persons can exhibit a degree of discipline

activity often takes place when one is operating from

when it is needed, but for most, it is not a reliable

an area of deep natural talent. 

trait. Talents are reliable, natural dispositional attri-

butes of our personalities. 

Once dominant talents are identified, a person can

There is growing evidence that these stable traits

thoughtfully appeal to them and determine how

begin to develop at relatively young ages (Low, Yoon, 

they will intentionally express the talent even more

Roberts, & Rounds, 2005) and in some respects, it is

often in the future. The more a talent is exercised, 

those very relatively fixed talents that define an indi-

and the more it is refined through added knowledge

vidual, in that they represent the product of all the

and skills, the more integrated and stronger it

billions of choices and circumstances that brought

becomes. 

him or her to the present moment. These choices

Consider the following Strengths Equation

and the emotions associated with them lead to

(Rath, 2007):

measurable neurochemical changes (Levitin, 2006)

that provide a scientific basis for why talents do

Talent (a natural way of thinking, feeling, and

not change significantly over time. Individuals can

behaving)

develop a heightened self-awareness, they can add

X Investment (time spent practicing, developing

knowledge and skills, and they can stabilize their

your skills, and building your knowledge base)

values and beliefs as means of developing their talents

¼ Strength (the ability to consistently provide near-

into strengths. 

perfect performance)

A person’s most powerful talents represent the

best of his or her natural self. Accordingly, these

Strengths Assessment: Clifton

talents are the foundation on which a person finds

StrengthsFinder 2.0

the best opportunities to perform at high levels

In the 1990s, under the leadership of Dr. Clifton, 

of excellence. Dominant talents naturally appear

Gallup developed the Clifton StrengthsFinder as an

frequently and powerfully, in a variety of situations. 

objective measure of personal talent that could be

The following situations may be indicators of areas

administered online in less than one hour. 

of talent:

StrengthsFinder is an online measure of

• A yearning can be described as an internal force

personal talent that identifies areas where an indivi-

that leads one to a particular activity or environment

dual’s greatest potential for building strengths

time and again. For example, an interviewer in a call

exists. By identifying one’s top themes of talent, 

center may be drawn to situations that allow him to

StrengthsFinder serves as a starting point in the

exercise his competitive nature and measure his

identification of specific personal talents. Related

progress against the performance of others. 

supporting materials help individuals through an

• Rapid learning reveals talent through the speed

extensive process of discovery and development as

at which one anticipates the steps of a new activity, 

they strategize and build upon their talents to

acquires a new skill, or gains new knowledge. An

develop strengths within their roles. 
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StrengthsFinder has been primarily applied

introduced to the assessment. In some cases the

toward the development of individuals in the work-

respondent receives a report listing his or her top

place domain. It was not designed or validated for use

five talent themes—those in which the person

in employee selection or mental health screening. It

received his or her highest scores, in order of inten-

has, however, been used to develop individuals in a

sity. These top five themes are known as ‘‘Signature

variety of settings beyond the traditional workplace in

Themes.’’ In other situations respondents may

contexts involving students (Clifton & Anderson, 

review their full 34-theme sequence, along with

2002), families, faith communities (Winseman, 

developmental suggestions for each theme, in a per-

Clifton, & Liesveld, 2003), and in a variety of per-

sonal feedback session with a Gallup consultant or in

sonal development programs. It is appropriate for

a supervised team performance session with collea-

administration to adolescents and adults with a

gues. In programs designed to promote strengths-

reading level of 10th grade or higher. Recent research

based development, feedback is often accompanied

has focused on the talent identification and strengths

by instruction, experiential learning, and mentoring

development with youth (Gallup, 2005). 

activities designed to help people make the most of

Since its inception in the late 1990s the

their talents (i.e., develop strengths associated with

StrengthsFinder assessment has had several in-depth

occupational or educational roles). 

psychometric reviews. These reviews have included

As part of the update to StrengthsFinder 2.0, a

confirmatory studies, as well as studies of reliability, 

new, more detailed type of feedback was introduced. 

validity, and utility (see Asplund, Lopez, Hodges, & 

This feedback report includes talent descriptions

Harter, 2007, for a review of many of these studies). In

that go beyond the Signature Themes by looking at

2006, Gallup researchers comprehensively reviewed

item-level responses. These ‘‘strengths insights’’ pro-

the psychometrics of the StrengthsFinder assessment. 

vide a more customized version of the respondent’s

Confirmatory studies validated the 34-theme structure

Signature Themes report and feature a more in-

in both adult and student populations. In the course of

depth look at the nuances of what makes one

reviewing more than one million cases in multiple

unique, using more than 5,000 new personalized

studies, some improvements were made to theme

strengths insights accumulated over the years by

validities and reliabilities. These improvements came

Gallup researchers. This feedback, based on both

about as a result of the rescoring of several existing

theme- and item-level data, provides a more rich

items and the addition of some new items. These new

description of the particular combination of

items were drawn from Gallup’s library of thousands of

responses provided by the participant. 

talent-related questions, and from researchers’ experi-

ence in building structured interviews and providing

Application: Strengths-Based Development

talent feedback. Finally, there were some items

The typical process of strengths development

included in the original 180-item version of

begins with identification, moves into integration, 

StrengthsFinder which had not previously been used

and ultimately to changed behaviors and outcomes

in the scoring process. A thorough review of each of

(Clifton & Harter, 2003). StrengthsFinder is often

these items showed many to be unnecessary as either

used as a starting point for self-discovery in Gallup

distracters or scored items. The unnecessary items were

strengths-based development programs. After the

removed during this review process. The result of this

respondent has completed the assessment and

extensive psychometric review was a reconfigured

received feedback on her results, the strengths are

assessment, known as StrengthsFinder 2.0 (Rath, 

to be integrated into the individual self-view. As the

2007). The length of the new assessment decreased

identification and integration stages of strengths

slightly, from 180 item pairs to 177, while exhibiting

development unfold, behavioral change is encour-

improved psychometric attributes. 

aged. Specifically, the strengths-based development

StrengthsFinder is available in more than 24

process encourages individuals to build strengths by

languages. As of this writing, it has been completed

acquiring skills (i.e., basic abilities) and knowledge

by nearly five million individuals from more than

(i.e., what you know, including facts and meaning-

fifty countries around the world. Several thousand

making from experiences) that can complement

individuals complete the assessment each day. 

their greatest talents in application to specific tasks

for improved performance outcomes. 

Administration and Feedback

The intended purpose of StrengthsFinder is to

StrengthsFinder reporting is varied and depen-

facilitate personal development and growth. It is

dent on the context within which individuals are

intended for use as a springboard for discussion with
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managers, friends, colleagues and advisers, and as a

Hodges & Clifton, 2004). Managers who create

tool for self-awareness. StrengthsFinder results are

environments in which employees are able to make

viewed as a preliminary hypothesis to be verified

the most of their talents have more productive work

with the respondent. Accordingly, feedback about

units with less employee turnover (Clifton & Harter, 

talents and strengths development often forms the

2003). Studies with college students also provide

basis of further interventions that help individuals

evidence that strengths-based development increases

capitalize on their greatest talents and apply them to

self-confidence, direction, hope, altruism, and even

new challenges. For this application, the psycho-

academic success (Hodges & Clifton, 2004). 

metric properties of the instrument are more than

Strengths science has been widely applied in the

adequate. 

workplace. Organizations have reported using

Studies of self-perceived psychological growth

strengths-based approaches to achieve greater success

and change (psychological turning points) have

through personnel development programs (Robison, 

found that positive events can trigger many enduring

2006), performance management systems (Brim, 

turning points in individual lives (Avolio & Luthans, 

2007), career identification (Clifton & Anderson, 

2006). Identifying and understanding talents can

2002), and seeking out opportunities throughout

become positive turning points, triggering changes

entire career paths (Brim, 2007). These programs

in how people view themselves in the context of the

involve the identification of strengths, an increased

world around them. 

awareness and appreciation of the strengths of others

Numerous studies of personality, behavior

within the organization, changes to communication

genetics, intelligence, interests, and values have docu-

patterns within workgroups by applying a language

mented high variability across individuals. Genetic

that reinforces the power of strengths, and an applica-

research suggests a substantial trait component in

tion of strengths to achieve the outcomes in a unique

personality and intelligence constructs, among other

and meaningful way. At times the strengths approach

constructs (Goldsmith, 2003; Arvey, Rotundo, 

is used to overcome a specific challenge; in other cases

Johnson, Zhang, & McGue, 2006). The findings of

it is a part of a much larger transformation of the

high genetic composition may hint that how people

workplace culture (Brim, 2008). Whatever the case, a

most efficiently grow and develop is dynamically

growing body of research provides evidence of the

related to who they are to begin with. Other ‘‘attitu-

many applications of strengths science across a wide

dinal’’ constructs, such as job satisfaction, have a less

range of roles and workplace situations. 

strong genetic component (Fleming & Asplund, 

Extensive research with successful salespeople has

2007). People can change on the ‘‘changeables’’ (satis-

yielded several important examples of impact (Smith

faction, subjective well-being, engagement, perfor-

& Rutigliano, 2003). For salespeople, the strengths

mance, etc.), but most efficiently through who they

development process often begins with leveraging

are to begin with (their inherent talents). 

greatest talents and crafting an appropriate sales style

Gallup has created and administered development

that will engage customers. These talents are sup-

programs with hundreds of thousands of employees in

ported with appropriate product knowledge and

hundreds of organizations all over the world. While the

basic skills training to achieve the capacity for consis-

specific structure of these development programs have

tently outstanding performance. There are many

been as varied as the participants, all have been mapped

routes to the same outcome, and great salespeople

to the following course (Clifton & Harter, 2003):

know how to leverage their top talents to achieve

the outcomes. Great sales managers know to keep

1. Measure constructs most likely to be predisposed

the focus on outcomes, not the required (but often

2. Identify talents and weaknesses

unnecessary) process ‘‘steps’’ to making a sale (Brim, 

3. Focus maximum learning on talents

2003). Managers from companies recognized as the

4. Integrate activities of one’s life around talents, 

best sales organizations in the world have applied this

and manage around weaknesses

science as well. They motivate their sales associates by

5. Focus

change

on

constructs

that

are

investing time to develop a plan that is tailored to

changeable, rather than the missing traits

their unique strengths. These strengths-focused pro-

grams have led to higher sales volume per customer

Applications of Strengths in the Workplace

and higher sales-closing percentages than their peers

Substantial evidence exists to indicate that suc-

who did not focus on strengths (Krueger, 2004). 

cessful strengths-based development results in

Strong workplace relationships are an important

desired behavioral change (Clifton & Harter, 2003; 

element of success in many organizations. A large
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pharmaceutical company ensured that their associ-

2005b; Clifton & Anderson, 2002), communication

ates were introduced to the concept of strengths

(Brim, 2005c; Brim, 2007), mentoring (Clifton, 

development (Robison, 2003). Each employee had

2003), time management (Brim, 2005d), and career

the opportunity to identify his themes of talent, 

planning (Brim, 2007; Clifton & Anderson, 2002). 

complete an e-learning course on strengths develop-

Ongoing research continues to explore the bene-

ment, and participate in feedback sessions and plan-

fits of strengths-based development on desired out-

ning meetings focused on his strengths. Associates

comes in both work and academic settings. In a

became more self-aware as they began to identify

recent study of the gains made by individuals and

with their themes of talent, and were able to build

work units within Gallup clients, significant gains

stronger workplace relationships as they recognized

were observed by those individuals or teams that

the natural behavior patterns that their peers

invested in their own strengths development. 

exhibited. 

Specifically, evidence was accumulated across client

In the workplace, strengths-based management

data to estimate the average performance increase

leverages the uniqueness of each employee to max-

experienced by them as a result of applying

imize the team’s output. Teams that operate this way

strengths-based management practices. Eleven com-

are more engaged and, as a consequence, more pro-

panies were included, representing an estimated

ductive. Strengths-based team building has been

90,000 employees across 900 business units, in 5

linked to various industries, including manufac-

different industries. None of the performance mea-

turing. For example, per-person-productivity at an

sures were available across the entire population, but

automotive parts warehouse increased by 6% to 9%

adequate data existed in multiple sub-populations to

in the year of a strengths intervention. These results

indicate significant gains in employee engagement, 

were quite impressive, considering that the typical

productivity, profit, and employee retention. While

performance gain in the three years leading up to the

most of the individuals in the study were sited in

strengths intervention was near zero (Connelly, 

North America, at least one of the study companies

2002). Strengths theory suggests that effective

has a sizable international workforce scattered across

teams are those who align team functions—such as

Europe, Asia, and South America. We now consider

measurement, vision casting, and celebration—with

each performance outcome in turn. 

the strengths of each team member (Sorensen & 

Crabtree, 2001). The strengths approach not only

Employee Engagement

improves team engagement and cohesion, it also

According to a recent study, an employee whose

generates better performance. 

supervisor focuses on her strengths is over 2½ times

Change is a source of constant pressure and chal-

as likely to be engaged as one whose supervisor

lenge for organizations. When organizations are

focuses on her weaknesses. Even worse is the

thriving, change may be observed in new and impor-

employee whose supervisor ignores her; she has vir-

tant client relationships, the selection and develop-

tually no chance—a mere 1 in 100 chance—of being

ment of scores of new employees, or the excitement

engaged at all (Rath, 2007). Employee engagement

of an office expansion. When times are tough, 

has strong linkages to meaningful business out-

change could mean downsizing, restructuring, or

comes, including productivity. A recent study

reacting to difficult market pressure. The best way

found that the lower productivity of actively disen-

for employees to manage change may be to rely on

gaged employees costs the U.S. economy about

their unique strengths (Brim, 2005a). During the

$300 billion per year (Crabtree, 2004). 

physical relocation and restructuring of a business

In 896 business units, pre-post measures of

unit, one employee may be best served by leveraging

employee engagement were available in the form of

her strengths in building quick relationships with

survey data from Gallup’s Q12. (For information on

new associates and learning the names of all of her

the Q12 see Wagner & Harter, 2006). The core Q12

new colleagues. Another employee in the same sce-

survey consists of 12 Likert items rated on a scale of

nario may be able to best cope with change by

1–5. In interpreting the amount of growth on the Q12

relying on his natural inclination to create order in

Grand Mean (calculated as the mean of the responses

the chaos by immediately setting up his new work-

to the 12 statements) to consider substantial growth, 

space in an effective manner. 

Gallup researchers have considered a number of dif-

Strengths development programs have been applied

ferent criteria, including various sources of possible

to meet several other types of workplace demands. 

error (sampling, measurement, transient), and the

These situations include conflict management (Brim, 

relationship of changes in engagement to changes in

H O D G E S , A S P L U N D
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business outcomes. Considering all of this informa-

discussed above, this is particularly notable because

tion, Gallup researchers have adopted, as a general

only the managers of these groups received strengths

guideline, using .20 as criteria for work unit growth, 

feedback during the study period, with the

or a 0.10 improvement for larger groups with over

remainder of the employees in both the study and

1,000 employees. 

control groups receiving nothing in most cases. Also

Among the 896 work units with Q12 data, those

similar to the engagement studies, the ‘‘control’’

whose managers received a strengths intervention

managers here were simple wait-list controls. 

(generally involving some personalized feedback, 

Data on the productivity of 1,874 individual

but not universally) showed 0.16 more improve-

employees were examined for the effects of strengths

ment on their Q12 Grand Mean relative to those

feedback as well. Most of these employees were

units where the manager received nothing. This was

engaged in sales functions, where the productivity

a simple waitlist control rather than a placebo-con-

data represent sales. Among those employees receiving

trolled study, where assignment to the waitlist was

a strengths intervention, productivity improved by 7.8

unrelated to the measure of engagement. Given the

percent relative to employees without the intervention. 

size of these workgroups (less than n = 1,000 but

This was also largely a simple wait-list control, where

generally larger than n = 100), this indicates some

many of the ‘‘control’’ employees in this study subse-

evidence of significant increase in engagement from

quently received strengths feedback and coaching as

the strengths intervention. This is particularly

well. Nevertheless, the substantial gains in productivity

notable because only the managers of these

among the employees receiving strengths feedback is a

groups received strengths feedback during the

very positive indication of the utility of the interven-

study period—the remaining employees in both

tion. There may also be a significant amount of range

the study and control groups received nothing. 

restriction in the measurable talents of many of these

Data on individual engagement responses were

individuals, as a large percentage of them were selected

also available for 12,157 employees. Among those

for their current position via a talent-based selection

employees receiving a strengths intervention, engage-

instrument. That is, participants were required to

ment improved by 0.33 relative to employees without

possess at a minimum the required levels of the talents

the intervention. This was also largely a simple wait-

measured by these selection instruments to be eligible

list control, where most of the ‘‘control’’ employees in

for the strengths intervention in the first place. 

this study subsequently received strengths feedback

and coaching as well. Nevertheless, the substantial

Profitability

gains in employee engagement among the employees

Profit data were available for 469 business units, 

receiving strengths feedback is a very positive indica-

ranging from retail stores to large manufacturing

tion of the utility of the intervention. 

facilities. Those units whose managers received

strengths feedback showed 8.9 percent greater prof-

Employee Turnover

itability post-intervention relative to units where the

Turnover data were available for 65,672 employees. 

manager received nothing. Again, this is extremely

Among employees receiving some strengths feedback, 

positive evidence of the utility of investing in talent; 

turnover rates were 14.9 percent lower than for those

only the managers of these groups received strengths

employees receiving nothing (controlling for job type

feedback during the study period, with the

and tenure). Presumably, some of this gain in utility

remainder of the employees in both the study and

flows through the improvement in engagement dis-

control groups receiving nothing in most cases. Also

cussed previously, given the large body of evidence

similar to the engagement studies, the ‘‘control’’

linking employee engagement to employee turnover. 

managers here were wait-list controls for the most

We intend to explore the structure of this multivariate

part. 

relationship among strengths, engagement, and perfor-

mance as data become available. 

Directions for Future Research

Productivity

• While an incredible amount of research has

There were 530 work units with productivity

been conducted, and strengths programs have

data. Those whose managers received strengths feed-

increased business outcomes in a wide variety of

back showed 12.5% greater productivity post-inter-

contexts, there is a need for research to continue to

vention relative to those units where the manager

explore new areas and continue to refine the theory

received nothing. Similar to the engagement data

and application of strengths in the workplace. 
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• Extensive research has been conducted on

personnel development programs, performance

the application and outcomes of using strengths in

management systems, career identification, conflict

the workplace. Organizations have experienced

management, communication, mentoring, time

meaningful changes in productivity, engagement, 

management, and career planning, to name a few. 

and financial outcomes as a result of strengths

• Studies with college students also provide

development. Future research needs to explore

evidence that strengths-based development increases

additional outcomes that result from strengths

self-confidence, direction, hope, altruism, and even

development, including physical health and well-

academic success. It seems reasonable that these

being. 

benefits

would

also

accrue

with

employees

• This chapter reviewed several different types of

experiencing

strengths-based

development

in

strengths interventions. Future research should

organizational settings. 

further explore the relevance of feedback source, 

intensity, and frequency. For example, is it most

beneficial for an employee to receive feedback in an
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18 Strengths of Character and Work

Christopher Peterson, John Paul Stephens, Nansook Park, Fiona Lee, and Martin E. P. Seligman

Abstract

This chapter describes a preliminary study of the Values in Action (VIA) strengths of character and their relationship to work satisfaction across a variety of occupations. Relying on a large Internet sample (N =

7348) of adults from the United States, we found that across occupations, character strengths of curiosity, zest, hope, gratitude, and spirituality were associated with work satisfaction. We also found interpretable differences across occupations for several strengths of character, although these were small in magnitude. 

Good character is not the province of workers in any given occupation, despite obvious differences across jobs in educational requirements, status, and salary. Our data provided some support for the notion of complementary fit between strengths of character and work satisfaction. If a worker in a given occupation scored higher on a less typical strength of character within that occupation, then he or she was more likely to be satisfied with work. The chapter concludes with directions for research and implications for practice. 

Keywords: character strengths, occupations, person–job fit, work satisfaction What is the best job for a person? Given the centrality


Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). Effect

of the work that one does to life and the multiple

sizes ranged from small to moderate. Separate ‘‘main

needs—economic, psychological, and social—poten-

effects’’ of person characteristics and work character-

tially satisfied by work, organizational psychologists

istics were also evident for most outcomes. 

have long sought answers to this question (Brief & 

The emerging field of positive psychology pro-

Nord, 1990). One sustained line of inquiry has

vides its own perspective on fit (Peterson & Park, 

focused on the fit between the individual and his or

2006). Borrowing from Aristotle’s (2000) notion of

her work (Dawis, 1992). What has become clear is

eudaimonia, Seligman (2002) proposed that a ful-

that fit is complex (Edwards, 1991; Kristof, 1996). 

filling life results from identifying one’s signature

Fit has been examined vis-à-vis the interests, 

strengths of character and using them as much as

motives, talents, values, goals, and general personality

possible on a regular basis. One important setting for

traits of the worker. Person-work fit has been con-

the use of strengths is of course the workplace, where

ceptualized with respect to the person and the job, the

many adults spend so much of their time. For

supervisor, the group, and the organization. 

example, someone who is kind presumably is more

Furthermore, fit has been assessed in terms of its

satisfied with and more successful at work that

contribution to job satisfaction, coworker satisfaction, 

entails individual service to others. Someone who is

organizational commitment, retention, and perfor-

creative presumably flourishes at a job that requires

mance. A meta-analysis of 172 studies of person-

new solutions to problems. Someone who is curious

work fit provided broad support for its benefits

presumably does well with work that is complex and

across types of fit and diverse outcomes (Kristof-

varied. 
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Positive psychology’s emphasis on the fit between

To systematize character strengths, the VIA project

character strengths and the affordances of work

relied on a literature review by Katherine Dahlsgaard, 

echoes the management consulting philosophy of

who read the texts of the world’s influential religious

the Gallup Organization, which holds that workers

and philosophical traditions (e.g., the books of Exodus

should discover what they do best (Buckingham & 

and Proverbs in the case of Judaism, the Analects in the

Clifton, 2001; Clifton & Harter, 2003; Rath, 2007). 

case of Confucianism, and so on), exhaustively listed

Jobs should then be chosen or assigned based on a

the virtues discussed in each, and then identified a core

worker’s strengths, as Norwich Union, the largest

set of virtues acknowledged as important in all

insurance company in the United Kingdom, has

(Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005):

started to do (Stefanyszyn, 2007). Or existing jobs

•

should be recrafted to capitalize on the strengths of

wisdom and knowledge—cognitive strengths

workers already in them (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 

entailing the acquisition and use of knowledge; 

•

2001). 

courage—emotional strengths involving the

exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of

opposition, external or internal; 

The VIA Classification

• humanity—interpersonal

strengths

that

For the past few years, we have been involved in a

involve ‘‘tending and befriending’’ others; 

•

project describing important strengths of character

justice—civic strengths underlying healthy

and ways to measure them. Our research program is

community life; 

•

sometimes identified as the Values in Action (VIA)

temperance—strengths

protecting

against

Project, after the nonprofit organization—the VIA

excess; 

•

Institute—that sponsored the initial work. The VIA

transcendence—strengths that forge connections

Classification includes two dozen strengths of char-

to the larger universe and provide meaning. 

acter on which our research has focused (Peterson & 

This list is limited to literate traditions, but it is

Seligman, 2004). Various VIA measures comprise a

notable that field work by Biswas-Diener (2006)

family of assessment devices that measure individual

verified that these virtues were also acknowledged

differences in the strengths that are included in the

and cultivated among the non-literate Maasai and

classification. 

Inughuit. So, Dahlsgaard’s core virtues appear to

The VIA project approaches good character as a

provide an overall scheme for classifying more spe-

family of characteristics, each of which exists in

cific character strengths. 

degrees, with some people having more, and some

The next step in the VIA project was specifying

people having less of any given character strength. 

criteria for saying that a candidate strength belonged

The philosophy field of virtue ethics provided a

in the classification. These criteria were abstracted

useful way to think through the meaning of good

from our consideration of specific character strengths

character. Here is a representative definition of a

mentioned in what we call virtue catalogues: lists of

virtue (Yearley, 1990, p. 13):

morally-valued traits by philosophers, theologians, 

. . . a disposition to act, desire, and feel that

psychologists, psychiatrists, and educators. What

involves the exercise of judgment and leads to a

properties did they tend to have? 

recognizable human excellence or instance of

• ubiquity—the strength is widely recognized

human flourishing. Moreover, virtuous activity

and celebrated across cultures; 

involves choosing virtue for itself and in light of

• fulfilling—the

strength

contributes

to

some justifiable life plan. 

individual fulfillment, satisfaction, and happiness

This definition of a virtue sounds very much like the

broadly construed; 

meaning of a trait as used in personality psychology

• morally valued—the strength is valued in its

today and is consistent with the idea that character is

own right and not as a means to an end; 

personality evaluated (Allport, 1937; Baumrind, 

• does not diminish others—the strength elevates

1998). In other words, character strengths are the

others who witness it, producing admiration, not

subset of personality traits on which moral value is

jealousy; 

placed. Introversion and extraversion, for example, 

• non-felicitous opposite—the strength has

are traits with no obvious moral weight. Kindness

obvious antonyms that are ‘‘negative;’’

and teamwork in contrast are morally valued, which

• trait-like—the strength is an individual

is why they are considered character strengths. 

difference with demonstrable generality and stability; 
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• measurable—the strength has been successfully

interviews with adults, we find that everyone can

measured by researchers as an individual difference; 

readily identify a handful of strengths as very much

• distinctiveness—the strength is not redundant

their own, typically between three and seven (as

(conceptually or empirically) with other character

Allport proposed for personal traits per se). We

strengths; 

believe that the exercise of signature strengths is par-

• paragons—the strength is strikingly embodied

ticularly fulfilling (Peterson, Ruch, Beerman, Park, & 

in some individuals; 

Seligman, 2007). 

• prodigies—the strength is precociously shown

by some children or youth; 

• selective absence—the strength is missing

A Preliminary Study

altogether in some individuals; 

We report here a preliminary study of character

• institutions—the strength is the deliberate

strengths and work. Measures of each of the VIA

target of societal practices and rituals that try to

character strengths, occupation, and satisfaction

cultivate it. 

with work were available to us from thousands of

adult respondents to an Internet site (www.authen-

Not all of the VIA character strengths meet all

tichappiness.org). The data were cross-sectional, criteria, but in each case, the great majority of the

precluding conclusions about the sequencing of

criteria are satisfied (Park & Peterson, 2006b). The

these constructs, so unfortunately we cannot yet

VIA Classification includes 24 positive traits orga-

venture firm conclusions about whether having cer-

nized under the six broad virtues already described:

tain strengths of character influences work satisfac-

(1) wisdom and knowledge (creativity, curiosity, 

tion or vice versa. The offsetting merits of the sample

open-mindedness, love of learning, perspective); 

were its size and heterogeneity, allowing questions of

(2) courage (bravery, honesty, perseverance, zest); 

interest to be explored across a variety of occupa-

(3) humanity (kindness, love, social intelligence); 

tions, including homemaker. 

(4) justice (fairness, leadership, teamwork); (5) tem-

Several questions guided our investigation. First, 

perance (forgiveness, modesty, prudence, self-regu-

do individuals in different occupations have dif-

lation); and (6) transcendence (appreciation of

ferent profiles of character strengths? In a previous

beauty, gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality). This

study, we ascertained the profiles of VIA strengths of

classification provides a starting point for the sys-

adults from 54 different nations and found strong

tematic and comparative investigation of character. 

convergence (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). In

We also created ways of measuring these 24 VIA

almost all nations, from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe, 

strengths, including self-report questionnaires (Park

the most commonly-endorsed strengths were kind-

& Peterson, 2006b; Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 

ness, fairness, honesty, gratitude, and open-mind-

2005). Our measures of the VIA strengths allow

edness, and the lesser strengths included prudence, 

the study of character in multi-dimensional terms. 

modesty, and self-regulation. These findings do not

Past research on good character has focused on one

mean that there are no occupation-specific

component of character at a time, leaving unan-

strengths, 1 but they do suggest that there is a core swered questions about the underlying structure of

of character strengths possessed by many people, 

character within an individual. Some individuals

regardless of the work that they do. 

may be creative and honest but are neither brave

That said, we expected that professionals and per-

nor kind, or vice versa (Park, 2004). Furthermore, 

haps managers and administrators might score higher

measuring a full range of positive traits may reduce

on strengths of wisdom and knowledge, as well as on

concerns about socially desirable responding by

the strength of perseverance, than individuals in other

allowing most research participants to say something

occupations, given the more stringent educational

good about themselves. 

and entry requirements. We also expected that home-

Although we are open to the possibility that some

makers might score higher on strengths of humanity, 

people may altogether lack the strengths in our classi-

given that the central concern of a homemaker is of

fication, the data show that virtually everyone has

course not the physical home but rather the family

some notable strengths of character. We have taken

that lives there. 

to calling these ‘‘signature strengths,’’ special cases of

Second, which character strengths best predict

what Allport (1961) once identified as personal traits. 

satisfaction with work? In previous studies, we

Signature strengths are positive traits that a person

found that the strengths such as zest, hope, curiosity, 

owns, celebrates, and frequently exercises. In

gratitude, and love positively predict happiness and
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life satisfaction across the lifespan (Park & Peterson, ethnicity. After providing demographic information, 

2006a, 2006c; Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004). 

respondents then completed surveys. 

Given the link between general life satisfaction and

The VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) is a 240-

work satisfaction (Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 

item self-report questionnaire that uses 5-point

1976; Staw, Bell, & Clausen, 1986), we expected

Likert-scales to measure the degree to which

much the same patterns in the present sample, across

respondents endorse strength-relevant statements

different occupations. 

about themselves (1 = very much unlike me through

Third, does fit between character strengths and

5 = very much like me) (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 

occupation contribute to satisfaction with work? 

2005). There are 24 strengths of character mea-

Although the data available to us were not fine-

sured by the VIA-IS, including zest, and each

grained enough to study fit as a multi-dimensional

strength is assessed with ten items. Responses are

construct, we were able to ascertain what strengths

averaged within scales, all of which have satisfactory

were more or less common in a given occupation. 

internal consistency measured by Cronbach’s alpha

Accordingly, we were able to explore what has been

coefficient (s > .70) and substantial test-retest

called supplementary fit, where the worker and the

correlations over a four-month period (rs  .70). 

environment (other workers) fit because they are

Scale scores are negatively skewed (Xs: range from

similar (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). The

3.5 to 4.0) but variable (SDs: range from .5 to .9). 

greater the convergence, the greater is satisfaction

Work satisfaction was measured with a single

with work. Character strengths more common

item which requested a rating on a 7-point scale, 

among those in a given occupation should contri-

from 1 = completely dissatisfied through 4 = neither

bute more to satisfaction with that sort of work, 

satisfied or dissatisfied to 7 = completely satisfied

presumably because the occupation in question

(Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 

affords the exercise of these strengths (cf. Chun, 

1997). 

2005). 

After completing the measures, respondents

The opposite prediction follows from the notion

received immediate feedback about their scores, a

of complementary fit, where the characteristics of the

feature that presumably motivated participants to

worker fulfill the needs of the work environment by

take part in the survey. The measures are presented

compensating for what is missing in other workers, 

on this website only in English, which means that

thereby leading to greater satisfaction (Muchinsky & 

respondents needed to be English readers. 

Monahan, 1987). Many of the character strengths in

As noted, only respondents currently employed

the VIA classification are corrective virtues, meaning

were included (77% of those who registered), which

that they counteract some difficulty (Yearley, 1990). 

means that our final sample excluded individuals

For example, bravery is a character strength to the

who were retired, out of work, unable to work, or

degree that the setting presents challenges and threats. 

attending school full-time. For the relatively small

In occupations where bravery is rare, an individual

number (1%) of respondents who completed a

who exercises this strength as needed achieves greater

given measure more than once, only the first set of

fulfillment and satisfaction. In other words, comple-

scores was used. 

mentary fit leads to the prediction that character

Reported occupations were grouped into these six

strengths less common among those in a given occu-

categories: (1) professional (chief executives; owners

pation should contribute more to satisfaction with

of large businesses; doctors; lawyers; dentists; profes-

that work. 

sors); (2) managerial (managers or owners of

medium-sized businesses; other professionals with

Method

special licenses or certificates: nurses, opticians, 

The sample consisted of 7,348 currently

pharmacists, social workers, teachers); (3) adminis-

employed adult respondents from the United

trative (administrative personnel; owners and pro-

States2 who completed surveys on the Authentic

prietors of small businesses); (4) clerical (clerks; 

Happiness website (www.authentichappiness.com)

secretaries; administrative assistants; salespeople); 

between September 2002, and December 2003. 

(5) blue-collar (skilled and unskilled laborers); and

Respondents first registered on the website and pro-

(6) homemaker. Table 18.1 describes the demo-

vided basic demographic information, including age, 

graphic characteristics of each group. The typical

gender, educational level, occupation, and nation-

person in each occupational category was about 40

ality. Because this website was intended for interna-

years of age, but education and gender varied as

tional use, it did not ask respondents about their

would be expected. 
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Table 18.1 Sample Characteristics (N = 7348)

Occupation

n

% male

Typical Education

professional

1169

51%

post-baccalaureate

managerial

2531

30%

post-baccalaureate

administrative

2189

33%

baccalaureate

clerical

799

23%

some college

blue collar

358

49%

high school

homemaker

302

3%

some college

Results

the 24 VIA character strengths, separately for each

JOBS AND CHARACTER STRENGTHS

job category. Again, we used a conservative signifi-

Do workers in different jobs have different

cance level (p < .001). Results are shown in

strengths of character? We computed a series of one-

Table 18.2, along with tests of differences between

way ANOVAs with job category as the independent

correlations based on Fisher r-to-z transformations. 

variable and each of the 24 VIA character strengths in

Partialling out age, gender, and education altered

turn as a dependent variable. Because of the large

neither the patterns of results nor their interpreta-

number of tests, we used a conservative significance

tion, so only zero-order correlations are reported. 

level (p < .001) for these ANOVAs. Results are

Several character strengths—curiosity, zest, hope, 

shown in Table 18.2, along with the results of post-

gratitude, and spirituality—were moderately strong

hoc pairwise comparisons using Scheffe´ tests. Using

predictors of work satisfaction across job categories. 

age, gender, and education as covariates altered

There was a scattering of differences across job types

neither the patterns of results nor their interpretation, 

in the magnitude of strength-satisfaction correla-

so only raw mean scores are reported. 

tions, but none was dramatic. One intriguing pat-

As can be seen, there were differences across jobs

tern, perhaps, was that for blue collar workers, the

with respect to most of the character strengths, but

strengths of honesty and fairness were more strongly

the effect sizes estimated by Z2 were uniformly small

associated with work satisfaction than for those in

and never exceeded .04. The relatively larger effect

other occupational groups. 

sizes were expected and interpretable. Professional

and managerial workers tended to score higher on

CHARACTER STRENGTHS AND OCCUPATION FIT

strengths of wisdom and knowledge as well as per-

Does fit between character strengths and occupa-

severance, hope, and zest, whereas clerical and blue

tion contribute to satisfaction with work? To test

collar workers tended to score lower. Administrators

between the opposing predictions based on the ideas

and homemakers had intermediate scores with

of supplementary versus complementary fit, we cor-

respect to these strengths. There was a trend for

related—within each occupation—the mean score of

homemakers to score higher than those in other

each strength with the correlation of that strength and

jobs with respect to the strengths of kindness and

work satisfaction, using Spearman’s rho. For all six

love, and for clerical and blue collar workers to score

occupational groups, these rho coefficients were nega-

lower on love and social intelligence. Finally, mod-

tive (p < .05 by sign test), supporting the notion of

esty scores were higher for clerks, blue collar

complementary fit. For example, when the average

workers, and homemakers than for professionals, 

level of bravery in an occupation is higher, the corre-

administrators, and managers. Also shown in

lation between bravery and work satisfaction is lower. 

Table 18.2 are work satisfaction scores across job

These were not robust associations, but it is inter-

categories. Again, the effect size was small (.04), but

esting that their magnitude was smaller for profes-

professionals and administrators were more satisfied

sionals (rho = .05) and administrators (.03) than

with their work, and blue collar workers and espe-

for managers (.18), clerks (.33), blue collar

cially clerks were less satisfied. 

workers (.28), and homemakers (.19), implying

that fit of this sort is a less important influence on

WORK SATISFACTION AND CHARACTER STRENGTHS

work satisfaction for those in higher status jobs. 

For different occupations, what character

A statistically-minded skeptic might wonder if these

strengths predicted job satisfaction? We computed

negative correlations were an artifact of ceiling effects

correlations between work satisfaction and each of

(i.e., common strengths had less variance within a
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Table 18.2 Character strength means and correlations with work satisfaction Professional

Managerial

Administrative

Clerical

Blue Collar

Homemaker

F

h2

(N ¼ 1169)

(N ¼ 2531)

(N ¼ 2189)

(N ¼ 799)

(N ¼ 358)

(N ¼ 302)

work satisfaction

X ¼ 5.10a

4.89a

4.44b

4.10c

4.27bc

4.53b

67.85*

.04

wisdom and

knowledge

creativity

X ¼ 4.00a

3.85bc

3.91ab

3.65d

3.70d

3.73cd

32.04*

.02

r ¼ .14*a

.06*b

.11*a

.00b

.09ab

.10ab

curiosity

X ¼ 4.22a

4.09b

4.03b

3.81c

3.87c

3.90c

60.06*

.04

r ¼ .32*ab

.27*ab

.27*ab

.24*b

.23*b

.37*a

open-mindedness

X ¼ 4.20a

4.08b

4.04b

3.91c

3.91c

4.00b

45.57*

.03

r ¼ .11*

.09*

.08*

.08*

.16*

.07 ns

love of learning

X ¼ 4.21a

4.09b

4.05b

3.82c

3.77c

4.02b

59.62*

.04

r ¼ .19*a

.12*b

.08*b

.06b

.11ab

.17ab

perspective

X ¼ 3.97a

3.85b

3.77bc

3.62d

3.63d

3.68cd

55.12*

.04

r ¼ .27*a

.23*ab

.21*ab

.17*b

.28*ab

.16*b

courage

bravery

X ¼ 3.78a

3.73ab

3.68ab

3.53c

3.62bc

3.56c

20.25*

.01

r ¼ .20*

.15*

.15*

.15*

.20*

.18*

honesty

X ¼ 3.99ab

4.00a

3.93ab

3.92ab

3.91b

3.94ab

8.42*

.006

r ¼ .13*ab

.17*ab

.13*b

.17*ab

.24*a

.08b

perseverance

X ¼ 3.77a

3.69a

3.54b

3.44b

3.50b

3.39c

43.05*

.03

r ¼ .28*a

.17*b

.22*ab

.28*ab

.28*ab

.21*ab

zest

X ¼ 3.67

3.60ab

3.47bc

3.28d

3.39cd

3.39cd

41.62*

.03

r ¼ .50*a

.41*b

.47*ab

.41*b

.45*ab

.41*b

humanity

kindness

X ¼ 3.87b

3.92b

3.88b

3.90b

3.91b

4.03a

5.95*

.004

r ¼ .17*

.19*

.15*

.19*

.25*

.16*

love

X ¼ 3.89ab

3.91ab

3.83bc

3.76c

3.76c

4.00a

13.09*

.01

r ¼ .27*

.28*

.25*

.21*

.24*

.26*

social intelligence

X ¼ 3.78a

3.74ab

3.70abc

3.60c

3.64bc

3.67abc

11.62*

.01

r ¼ .15*

.19*

.17*

.12*

.19*

.20*

justice

fairness

X ¼ 4.01

4.06

4.00

3.98

4.00

4.02

5.78*

.004

r ¼ .14*b

.19*ab

.13*ab

.14*ab

.29*a

.11*b

leadership

X ¼ 3.74ab

3.79a

3.69bc

3.61c

3.66bc

3.67bc

18.68*

.01

r ¼ .17*ab

.20*ab

.14*b

.16*ab

.26*a

.20*ab

teamwork

X ¼ 3.57ab

3.63ab

3.55b

3.58ab

3.61ab

3.66a

6.28*

.004

r ¼ .19*

.24*

.17*

.23*

.26*

.15*

temperance

forgiveness

X ¼ 3.73ab

3.77a

3.67ab

3.63b

3.63b

3.68ab

8.80*

.006

r ¼ .23*

.23*

.20*

.19*

.23*

.20*

modesty

X ¼ 3.30b

3.38ab

3.30b

3.46a

3.43a

3.45a

11.22*

.008

r ¼ .03b

.05*b

.03b

.15*a

.10ab

.01b

prudence

X ¼ 3.56ab

3.53abc

3.45cd

3.47bcd

3.38d

3.59a

13.13*

.01

r ¼ .09*

.10*

.07*

.14*

.13*

.11

self-regulation

X ¼ 3.34a

3.27ab

3.19bc

3.13c

3.20bc

3.14c

15.30*

.01

r ¼ .18ab

.13*b

.14*b

.17*ab

.28*a

.16*ab

transcendence

appreciation of beauty

X ¼ 3.78c

3.89abc

3.91ab

3.83bc

3.80bc

4.00a

9.82*

.007

r ¼ .12*

.11*

.05*

.06*

.13*

.08

gratitude

X ¼ 3.92ab

3.97abc

3.88bc

3.85b

3.80c

4.03a

10.10*

.007

r ¼ .29*

.29*

.25*

.28*

.32*

.28*

hope

X ¼ 3.65a

3.63a

3.50b

3.38b

3.40b

3.40b

28.37*

.02

r ¼ .43*a

.35*b

.36*b

.34*b

.44*ab

.40ab

humor

X ¼ 3.77

3.78

3.77

3.74

3.80

3.63

3.14

.002

r ¼ .20*

.21*

.20*

.20*

.27*

.20*

spirituality

X ¼ 3.48bc

3.60ab

3.41c

3.43c

3.39c

3.70a

15.56*

.01

r ¼ .30*a

.27*a

.20*b

.23*ab

.30*ab

.27*ab

* p < .001

Note.—Means in a row with different subscripts are significantly different (p < .05) by Scheffe´ test. Correlation coefficients in a row with different subscripts are significantly different (p < .05). 

group, which thereby reduced the magnitude of cor-

brings to bear strengths that are especially needed at

relations involving them), but our analysis of char-

work. Or perhaps such an individual feels distinct from

acter strength standard deviations across occupational

his or her co-workers. For individuals who are moti-

groups did not support this explanation. 

vated to be independent and differentiated from

others, possessing an atypical character strength at

Conclusion

work can be particularly fulfilling. Further research is

What has been learned from this initial study of

needed to verify and understand this intriguing but

character strengths and work? First, across occupa-

tentative pattern. It will be particularly interesting to

tions, character strengths of curiosity, zest, hope, 

examine whether complementary fit extends beyond

gratitude, and spirituality were associated with work

work to other social groups, such as friends, family, 

satisfaction. All of these strengths, except spirituality, 

community, or the larger culture. It will also be inter-

are also robust predictors of general life satisfaction

esting to see if fit varies across cultures. For example, in

(Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004). Spirituality may

cultures where fitting in is more valued than standing

have been important in the present study because the

out, supplementary fit may be more prevalent and

sample was limited to U.S. respondents, for whom

more likely to contribute to satisfaction (Markus & 

religious concerns are often more central than for

Kitayama, 1991). 

people in other nations (Peterson et al., 2007). 

In any event, our results did not support the notion

Second, interpretable differences across occupa-

of supplementary fit with respect to character strengths

tions were evident for various strengths of character. 

among U.S. workers, in contrast to previous research

Strengths of wisdom and knowledge were higher for

that focused on other worker characteristics (Kristof-

professionals and managers, as were the character

Brown et al., 2005). This difference may result from

strengths of perseverance, hope, and zest. Clerks and

the fact that the VIA strengths were initially chosen for

blue collar workers tended to score lower on these

study because they are widely recognized and valued, 

strengths and also on several strengths of humanity—

in contrast to the more workplace-specific strengths of

love and social intelligence. Homemakers scored

interest to the Gallup Organization (Buckingham & 

higher on kindness and love than those in other

Clifton, 2001). Nevertheless, our results suggest that

jobs. Modesty scores were higher for clerks, blue

certain components of good character contribute to

collar workers, and homemakers than for profes-

good work regardless of the job (cf., Cameron, Bright, 

sionals, administrators, and managers. 

& Caza, 2004). 

Third, all of the differences just described were

Fifth, our conclusions about general similarities

quite small in magnitude. Researchers who are inclined

across occupations notwithstanding, clerks and blue

to seek and emphasize differences might find these

collar workers were least satisfied with their work and

results disappointing. However, the implication of

tended to score lower than those in other jobs with

these findings is that good character is not the province

respect to certain strengths of character. Do these

of workers in any given occupation, despite obvious

findings reflect the worker or the job? As mentioned

differences across jobs in educational requirements, 

earlier, longitudinal data are needed to answer this

status, and salary. Based on these results, it does not

question with any certainty, but it is worth considering

appear that individuals with different character

the possibility that clerical and blue collar jobs do not

strengths necessarily choose different occupations, or

readily encourage work satisfaction and the strengths

that different occupational constraints and opportu-

that contribute to it. Although there are exceptions, 

nities strongly foster or discourage different character

many organizational behavior studies are devoted to

strengths (Schneider, 1987). Clearly, future studies are

managers, executives, or white collar workers who have

needed to examine this question more closely. For

upward career mobility. However, our results show

example, longitudinal research that examines character

that, not surprisingly, blue collar workers and clerks

strengths before and after occupational changes would

may be dissatisfied with work and relatively low in

shed light on whether character strengths change as

character strengths that contribute to satisfaction in

situational demands change. 

the workplace. Organizational research from their per-

Fourth, there was some support for the notion of

spective is much needed. 

complementary fit between strengths of character and

We have described the present research as preli-

work satisfaction. If a worker in a given occupation

minary because of the starkness of its design and mea-

scored higher on a less typical strength of character

sures. Our Internet strategy yielded a large sample but

within that occupation, then he or she was more likely

one of unknown representativeness. The data were

to be satisfied with work. Perhaps such an individual

cross-sectional, so we had no way knowing how our
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constructs were sequenced over time. The correlational look at characteristics of the setting and in particular

data do not allow us to make strong causal inferences

how it does or does not afford good work (Gardner, 

about the variables. And finally, our classification of jobs

Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001). The possibility of

was very rough. For instance, business executives and

organizational-level virtues needs to be taken seriously

professors were put in the same category, as were man-

(Park & Peterson, 2003). How might these interact

agers and social workers. Although our findings show

with

individual-level

strengths

of

character? 

predictable and expected differences between these

Longitudinal designs should be employed, along with

occupational categories, a more fine-grained assessment

hard outcome measures, like productivity and physical

of occupational type is needed. We have recently cor-

health. As noted, we also call for less organizational

rected this shortcoming on our website, which now asks

research emphasis on CEOs and managers and more

about dozens of specific jobs—actor, bartender, lawyer, 

on ordinary workers. 

teacher, and so on—which means that we eventually

In terms of future research, there is a need for

will be able to repeat the present study with a finer and

strengths measurement that is less transparent. A

more

appropriate

lens

to

gauge

occupation-

360o approach to assessment would be a good idea

specific strengths and occupation-specific predictors of

(Hedge, Borman, & Birkeland, 2001). More sophisti-

work satisfaction. 

cation in the conceptualization of strengths is needed. 

Regardless, the overall conclusion from the present

In particular, researchers need to treat strength classifi-

study is clear: No matter the occupation, character

cations like the VIA not as a mere typology but rather

matters in the workplace. Although we find differ-

as a way to think about and to describe a worker’s

ences across occupations in the level of the strengths

profile of greater and lesser strengths. Our ongoing

and their association with work satisfaction, these

analyses imply soft tradeoffs among certain strengths

differences are small. In general, there are more simi-

of character—for example, intellectual strengths such

larities across occupational type than differences in the

as curiosity and love of learning versus social strengths

strengths that relate to satisfaction at work. 

such as love and gratitude. Different jobs also entail

What are the implications for practice suggested by

tradeoffs among their demands (Holland, 1985). 

our work on character strengths and work? We con-

Attention to these patterns might shed further light

clude that the components of character can be mea-

on the fit between individuals and their work. 

sured and that different strengths of character have

different consequences for the individual and—by

Directions for Research

implication—for the group. In particular, the

We suggest the following directions for future

strengths of curiosity, zest, hope, and gratitude were

researchers to pursue:

moderately strong predictors of work satisfaction

across job categories. These might be worthy targets

• Longitudinal studies that would allow better

of deliberate cultivation within the workplace. 

conclusions about the predictive role of character

Spirituality also predicted work satisfaction. If con-

strengths; 

strued narrowly in terms of a specific religious faith

• Profile analysis of character strengths that

or doctrine, spirituality of course falls outside the realm

capitalize on the VIA Classification and its

of what an organizational psychologist would want to

associated measures as a multi-dimensional strategy

encourage. But if construed more generally as a sense

for understanding good character; 

of purpose or meaning, then spirituality begins to

• Hard outcomes that go beyond self-report of

sound like a secular calling and seems a worthy target

work satisfaction that would convince skeptics

for change (cf. Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & 

focused on the bottom line that character in the

Schwartz, 1997). 

workplace is important; 

Despite the popular appeal of the notion of

• Interventions that build or enhance specific

person-occupation fit, there was no strong evidence

character strengths. 

in favor of fit with respect to character strengths as we

conceptualized and measured them. Accordingly, we

Implications for Practice

wonder about the effect sizes associated with other

• Character strengths matter, but it is important

approaches to character in the workplace. Perhaps

to ask which character strength for which job for

strengths of character determines how one can best

which outcome. 

perform any job, whatever it might be. 

• Differences in character strengths across jobs

Despite the lack of evidence for person-occupation

exist but are small in magnitude; character should

fit in our research, future studies should continue to

not be the sole focus of practitioners. 
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• However informative and interesting measures

Dahlsgaard, K., Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2005). Shared

like the VIA-IS may be, they are not strong diagnostic

virtue: The convergence of valued human strengths across

tests, and their results should never be used in and of

culture and history. Review of General Psychology, 9, 209–213. 

Dawis, R. V. (1992). Person-environment fit and job satisfaction. 

themselves as the basis for selection or placement. 

In C. J. Cranny, P. C. Smith, & E. F. Stone (Eds.), Job satis-

• Rather, knowledge of a worker’s character

faction: How people feel about their jobs and how it affects their

strengths is probably more useful in helping a

performance (pp. 69–88). New York: Lexington Books. 

worker craft the job that he or she already has. 

Edwards, J. (1991). Person-job fit: A conceptual integration, litera-

•

ture review, and methodological critique. In C. L. Cooper & 

With exceptions like hope, little is known about

I. T. Robertson (Eds.), International Review of Industrial/

the cultivation of character strengths (cf., Park & 

Organizational Psychology (Vol. 6, pp. 283–357). New York:

Peterson, 2008), and rigorous studies are needed to

Wiley. 

evaluate any interventions intended to build good

England, G. W., & Whitely, W. T. (1990). Cross-national

character among workers. 

meanings of working. In A. P. Brief & W. R. Nord (Eds.), 

Meanings of occupational work: A collection of essays

(pp. 65–106). Lexington, MA: Lexington Books. 

Notes

Gardner, H., Csikszentmihalyi, M., & Damon, W. (2001). Good

work: When excellence and ethics meet. New York: Basic Books. 

1. Studies of military cadets and student leaders found some

Hedge, J. W., Borman, W. C., & Birkeland, S. A. (2001). History

strengths to be more common in these groups than in the

and development of multisource feedback as a methodology. 

general population—for example, bravery in the former case

In D. W. Bracken, C. W. Timmreck, & A. H. Church (Eds.), 

and hope and leadership in the latter case (Matthews, Eid, 

The handbook of multisource feedback (pp. 15–32). San

Kelly, Bailey, & Peterson, 2006; Pollay, 2006). 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

2. In other studies using data from this website, we typically include

Holland, J. L. (1985). Making vocational choices: A theory of

both U.S. and non-U. S. respondents because our interest has

vocational personalities and work environments (2nd ed.). 

been in commonalities across socio-demographic contrasts (e.g., 

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). The present study was

Kristof, A. L. (1996). Person-organization fit: An integrative

concerned with differences across occupations, and in light of

review of its conceptualizations, measurement, and implica-

cross-national differences in the meaning of work (England & 

tions. Personnel Psychology, 49, 1–49. 

Whitely, 1990), it seemed prudent to limit our sample to

Kristof-Brown, A. L., Zimmerman, R. D., & Johnson, E. C. (2005). 

individuals from one nation. Approximately 75 percent of the

Consequences of individuals’ fit at work: A meta-analysis of

website respondents were from the United States. 

person-job, person-organization, person-group, and person-

supervisor fit. Personnel, Psychology, 58, 281–342. 
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19 Dream Teams: A Positive Psychology of

Team Working

Joanne Richardson and Michael A. West

Abstract

This chapter proposes that by incorporating the principles of positive psychology into traditional models of team working, teams are able to produce exceptional collaborative outputs. There are many factors highlighted by positive psychology that can enable teams and their members to flourish. This chapter explores these and, in the process, offers the Positive Input-Process-Output (IPO) Model: a framework that we propose enables dream teams to become reality. The model identifies the key inputs (e.g., team diversity, team attachment, clear and evolving roles) and processes (e.g., optimism, potency, supportive leadership), which together can create and maintain work teams that not only perform their tasks most effectively but also satisfy the fundamental socio-emotional requirements of team-based work and human flourishing. 

Keywords: team working, collaboration, Positive IPO Model

Some of the most far reaching innovations of the

enthusiasm for team working in organizations. 

past 200 years, such as the discovery of penicillin

Team based designs are the norm in many organiza-

by Sir Alexander Fleming, or the invention of the

tions and represent a strategic response to the com-

light bulb by Thomas Edison, are the exceptional

petitive and dynamic environments of today’s

achievements of individuals. And they are, lit-

organizations, coupled with the trend toward flat-

erally, exceptions. The majority of unique accom-

tened organizational structures (Devine et al., 1999). 

plishments, such as traveling to the moon or

According to West and Markiewicz (2004), team-

mapping the human genome, exemplify the colla-

based working is ‘‘an approach to organisational

borative efforts of teams, and teams of teams. 

design whereby decisions are made by teams of

Such extraordinary advances are the result of

people rather than individuals, and at the closest

groups of people co-operating and communicating

possible point to the customer or client.’’ Team-

together to produce outcomes that only a team

based working affords the flexibility required to

can achieve. Teams can integrate and link to

respond to ever-changing threats in ever-changing

produce

synergies

that

individuals

cannot

environments (Salas, Sims, & Burke, 2005). It also

(Galbraith, 1994). 1

provides a crucial medium for synthesizing the wide

Effective teamwork involves team members

range of knowledge, skills, and abilities of team

working together to produce a synchronized, colla-

members, in order to complete the increasingly

borative output (Paris, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 

complex work tasks that organizations present. 

2000). Indeed, there is a common belief that

However, beyond all of these obvious benefits, effec-

through combining the efforts of individuals

tive teamwork can offer something even more valu-

within a team, the aggregate of individuals’ contri-

able, we propose. Work teams enable the inspired

butions will be surpassed (West, Borrill, & 

engagement, involvement, and grappling with chal-

Unsworth, 1998). This belief underlies the current

lenge that human well-being represents. 
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reflect and integrate this basic human motivation, 

The activity of a group of people working inter-

and instead focus attention on practices that ensure

dependently toward the achievement of a common

optimum productivity and effectiveness. Positive

goal is fundamental in human social behavior. For

psychology perspectives incorporate the need to

tens of thousands of years, humans have sought

belong and therefore offer conceptual enrichment

membership of stable and structured social groups. 

to models and theories of team working. 

Such social impulses have an evolutionary basis, 

Scientific interest in team and group effectiveness

given the survival benefits of forming and main-

can be traced back to the Hawthorne studies of the

taining social bonds. Evolutionary psychologists

early 20th century (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 

argue that group formation was hugely advantageous

1939), when it was first recognized that inputs and

to survival and reproduction (Baumeister & Leary, 

processes of work teams can enhance member

1995). In prehistoric times, social groups could offer

output. Subsequently, Socio-Technical Systems

protection from predation and other external

Theory identified the importance of aligning both

threats, allow for the sharing of food and resources, 

the technical and social systems of an organization, 

and providing mates. Consequently, those who did

in order that they were consistent and coherent and

not readily join groups would be less likely to sur-

reflected the demands of the external environment

vive. This evolutionary perspective offers one impor-

(Emery, 1959). However, job designs implemented

tant insight into the functioning of teams in modern

in many of today’s organizations are still highly

organizations. 

influenced by traditional work design theories and

Another perspective is provided by the theme of

lean production approaches, and fail to acknowledge

this book. Positive psychology encompasses the mul-

the overwhelming significance of the need to belong

tiple dimensions of positive human functioning. We

as a motivational factor in team dynamics. Organi-

propose that, by exploring ideas from positive psy-

zations should provide social environments in which

chology, we can discover ways of creating huma-

its members can collaborate and communicate

nistic workplace communities which nurture

together to work on challenging and meaningful

personal development and enable outstanding pro-

tasks, allowing for their personal growth and devel-

ductivity and innovation. More specifically, we pro-

opment. Indeed, there are many factors highlighted

pose that blending the principles of positive

by positive psychology that can enable teams and

psychology into traditional models of team working

their members to flourish. Below we explore these

reveals ways of achieving exceptional collaborative

and, in the process, offer a model of team working

outputs. Such an approach prescribes ways of

based on a positive psychology orientation that, we

enabling team members to fulfil their social and

suggest, enables dream teams to become reality. 

emotional needs in concert with enabling the team

to meet challenging objectives. In this chapter we

A Positive Input-Process-Output Team

describe how to develop organizational instruments

Model

(structures and processes) that work with, rather

Research into team working has commonly

than against, the grain of our evolved orientations

adopted an Input-Process-Output model (IPO; 

and incorporate the powerful insights into human

McGrath, 1964; Steiner, 1972). The general pre-

social interaction and flourishing that positive psy-

mise is that inputs affect outputs via the interaction

chology offers. 

that takes place among team members; thus team

Teams are important to us because they provide a

processes

mediate

input-output

relationships

medium within which we can meet our need for

(Hackman, 1986). This descriptive framework has

attachment in relationships. Our innate and

been helpful in organizing and integrating theore-

powerful inclination to establish and sustain lasting

tical and empirical research on team working

social relationships reflects our need to belong

(Hackman, 1986) and is the dominant model for

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Current theory and

conceptualizing team performance (Guzzo and

research on team functioning fails to sufficiently

Shea, 1992). Though the IPO model is a simplifica-

acknowledge our fundamental tendency to form

tion of a complex reality, it provides a useful frame-

strong social bonds, and as a consequence, to live

work for researchers and practitioners. For the

and work in groups. Although many existing team

purposes of this chapter, the traditional team IPO

design models do incorporate outcomes such as team

model has been adapted to capture our specific

member satisfaction, growth, and well-being (e.g., 

interest in positive human functioning, such as

Guzzo & Shea, 1992; Hackman, 1987), they do not

reflexivity, altruism, and trust, which can help to
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INPUTS

PROCESSES

OUTPUTS

Provide an inspiring team task

Potency

Heightened team performance 

Optimism

Team member well-being

Positively value team diversity

Learning

Organisational altruism

Ensure clear and evolving roles

Reflexivity

Inter-team co-operation

Encourage positive team relationships

Trust

Innovation

Develop team attachment

Supportive leadership

Social support

Figure 19.1 An input-process-output model of positive team working. 

facilitate effective and positive team work (see

tasks should provide opportunities for learning, 

Figure 19.1). 

autonomy, skill variety, and task significance (see

In the remainder of this chapter we describe each

Hackman

and Oldham’s Job Characteristics

component of the Positive IPO model and offer

Model; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 

guidelines for operationalizing the model in the

For example, the work of healthcare teams, whose

workplace. We describe how to create and maintain

overall shared objective is to promote and maintain

teams that not only perform tasks most effectively, 

the health and well-being of patients, involves the

but also satisfy the fundamental socioemotional

completion of a wide variety of interdependent tasks

requirements of team-based work and human flour-

for multiple stakeholders (Slater & West, 1999); 

ishing. We begin by examining team inputs before

such as the surgeon, cancer nurse, medical oncolo-

considering team processes and outputs. 

gist, and social worker providing care and support

for women who suffer from breast cancer. Their

Positive IPO Model: Inputs

work can be both simple and difficult, unidisci-

Provide an Inspiring Team Task

plinary and interprofessional, involve both conflict

When a team is guided by a compelling vision

and co-operation, and demand a variety of beha-

which captures the team’s overall purpose, its mem-

vioral and conceptual responses (McGrath, 1984). 

bers are likely to develop and flourish. Underpinning

Whatever the specific objectives of a team may be, it

this vision should also be a small number (around

is crucial that the tasks through which they are

four or five) of shared, challenging objectives relating

achieved provide challenge, opportunities for

to the team task, each of which the team members

growth, and a sense of self-efficacy. And that a

understand and buy into (West, 2004b). The task a

vision of the team’s contribution to their organiza-

team performs has a fundamental influence on the

tion, their customers/patients or services receivers, or

team, clearly defining its structural processes and

to the wider society as a whole is clearly articulated. 

functional requirements. From a positive psychology

The team task should be such that it encourages

perspective, it is crucial that the task itself motivates

creative accomplishment through intrinsic motiva-

team members to participate. 

tion stoked by team members’ perceptions of a

However, some of the job designs in today’s

meaningful

purpose

(Nakamur

& 

organizations, such as work carried out by call

Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). When people fully

center teams, still incorporate explicit Tayloristic

engage in a challenging yet manageable task, they

practices, including intrusive monitoring, impover-

can enter a psychological state referred to as ‘‘flow.’’

ished deadening, boring jobs, and punitive manage-

Flow is described as a subjective experience of com-

ment. In such environments, the repetitive nature of

plete engagement, whereby an individual is fully

the tasks mean that teams have little autonomy, 

absorbed and entirely concentrated on the task at

rarely perform whole tasks (as opposed to atomistic

hand (Keyes & Haidt, 2003). Flow allows for indi-

elements), and use only a limited set of skills. Team

vidual and team growth, the development of new
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objectives, and the expansion of enjoyed pursuits in

ideas as well as admitting to errors. A team climate

the workplace. The likelihood of experiencing flow

must be characterized by trust and mutual respect in

is increased when team objectives are clear, challen-

order for group psychological safety to develop

ging, and realistically achievable, and feedback on

(Edmondson, 1999).The synergistic effects of diver-

performance is immediate. Tasks which lead to

sity on team creativity and effectiveness are pro-

experiences of flow require a team to utilize and

found. 

Teams

of

people

with

different

integrate their skills to the uppermost limits. 

personalities, backgrounds, skills, training, experi-

Further, it is crucial that the team is collectively

ences, and orientations bring usefully differing view-

motivated to complete the task. People who are

points to team activities, creating potentially

intrinsically motivated demonstrate more interest, 

innovative perspectives on team issues (West et al., 

persistence, creativity, and enhanced performance

2004). 

(Carr, 2004). 

Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, and Homan (2004)

Job enrichment is an effective method to increase

describe diversity as the differences between indivi-

the likelihood of flow experiences. The aim of job

duals on any attribute that may result in the percep-

enrichment is to vertically increase job scope, in

tion that another person is different from the self. 

order to improve satisfaction and performance by

The diversity of teams embedded in organizations is

providing opportunity for personal growth, achieve-

becoming ever greater and this trend will continue

ment, and recognition (Cook & Salvendy, 1999). 

(Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). This diversity is a

Further, teams who are provided with enriched job

source of huge potential. It has to be grasped for

designs have more autonomy over the planning and

dream teams to become reality. 

execution of their tasks. An inspiring team task, 

However, reaping the benefits of a diverse team

which is characterized by an enriched job design, 

requires hard psychosocial work (De Dreu, 1997; 

increases the likelihood that a team will develop new

West, 2004b) and it is the responsibility of the team

skills and experience collective well-being. Any type

leader to build an eclectic team and manage the

of positive emotion is a source of human strength, 

resultant team processes. First and foremost, a team

and can help to encourage flexible, open-minded

must consist of members with the appropriate skills

cognitive processing, enabling people to recognize

to ensure that the task gets completed. Second, a

what needs to be done, and encouraging them to

team should be sufficiently diverse to provide alter-

make the most of the situations they are in

native perspectives on the team task. Similarity

(Isen, 2003). 

theory suggests that a team consisting of homoge-

neous, like-minded people will be more productive

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

because of their mutual attraction to one another

Teams should be enabled to work interdependently

(Tziner, 1985). Indeed, teams with demographic

on an inspiring and complete task, which requires team

homogeneity develop a shared language, which

members to utilize and integrate their skills and

encourages cohesion and frequent communication

strengths; the team should perceive the task as signifi-

(Weirsema and Bantel, 1992). However, their

cant and meaningful; they should have a high degree of

similar perspectives mean that their ways of thinking

autonomy in deciding how to achieve the task objectives

will not be stretched, and the status quo is unlikely

and should receive accurate and timely feedback on how

to be challenged. Research has demonstrated that, 

well they are performing. 

due to the diverse perspectives and experiences that

members can bring to the team, demographically

Positively Value Team Diversity

diverse teams will be more creative in their deci-

Novel ideas and solutions abound in diverse

sion-making (Hoffman & Maier, 1961). 

teams that encourage high levels of interaction and

Third, managers should nurture a team climate

participation in group decision-making. Such pro-

that favors diversity, where team members positively

cesses also develop group psychological safety, 

value their differences. For example, teams that

allowing team members feel to comfortable engaging

mirror the diversity evident in wider communities

in team learning and reviewing (Edmondson, 1999). 

are valuable because they can respond knowledge-

Group psychological safety refers to a shared belief

ably to the variety of needs of their customers. 

that the team is safe to take risks. Group psycholo-

Managers should also note that in diverse teams, 

gical safety facilitates group learning behaviors as it

the storming and norming phases of team develop-

alleviates team members’ concerns and enables them

ment take longer, as members struggle to integrate

to feel confident in expressing their thoughts and

their different perspectives. Team-building exercises
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and regular meetings can help to building cohesive-

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

ness, improve communication, and effectively deal

Arrange frequent meetings to facilitate reflexive open

with tensions that may arise. Continual interaction

discussion about each individual’s roles and responsi-

and efforts at effective communication by team

bilities; ensure team member roles are regularly

members will lead to overall improvements in team

reviewed and changed accordingly so that their skills

functioning. Over time, the team will yield the

are being continually developed and deployed to best

profound benefits of their diverse composition, as

effect to enable the achievement of team objectives. 

members develop an appreciation of their differ-

ences, are able to anticipate and respond to one

Encourage Positive Team Relationships

another’s actions, and feel safe to take risks and

Relationships are one of the most potent sources

explore new possibilities in a team climate that is

of both human joy and misery. Nourishing, fulfilling

characterized by trust and mutual understanding

relationships have a beneficial effect on our health

(Edmondson, 1999). 

and psychological well-being (Heaphy & Dutton, 

2008). Conversely, negative relationships, such as

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

hostility, can act as slow poisons (Goleman, 2006)

Synthesizing a variety of different perspectives in a

and can be detrimental to the immune system. 

diverse team creates high levels of creativity and oppor-

Therefore, given that team members work in such

tunity for innovation, so ensure the team is diverse; 

close proximity with one another, it is crucial to

give the team sufficient forming time and support

develop and sustain positive relationships in order

to build rapport and integrate their diverse perspec-

to promote well-being within teams. 

tives. Encourage, model, and reward positive group

Humans have an innate drive to form lasting

attitudes toward diversity, so that team members

strong bonds with others as they seek feelings of

are willing to explore and relish the differences

belonging and acceptance (Sparrow & West, 

between them. 

2002). We are social creatures, whose underlying

biological tendencies encourage the development of

Ensure Clear and Evolving Roles

strong harmonious bonds with others (Berscheid, 

When each team member’s role is clear, distin-

2003). The fundamental structure of the human

guishable, and understood by everyone else within

brain hardwires us to be sociable in orientation; we

the team, this provides a solid basis for regular

are drawn to other people, constantly looking to

reviewing and continual negotiation about who

engage with those around us (Goleman, 2006). 

should do what within a team. Regular reviews will

Consequently, we seek tasks and activities which

ensure that team member roles evolve to meet the

involve meaningful interpersonal interactions with

work needs of each individual and provide an oppor-

others in the workplace (Kahn, 1990). 

tunity for growth, challenge, and the experience of

According to Baumeister and Leary (1995), in

flow within the team. Work roles that facilitate

order to satisfy our need to belong, our relationships

personal growth and development promote positive

should exhibit four characteristics: First, there

emotion and task engagement (Burke & Reitzes, 

should be frequent interaction with a few people. 

1991). 

Even our closest intimate relationships will fail to

According to Ilgen and Hollenbeck (1991), team

satisfy our need to belong if they are lacking regular

member roles are dynamic and evolve over time. It is

contact. Given that team members need to work

important that managers ensure that everyone

interdependently in order to achieve their objectives, 

clearly understands how individual roles and tasks

frequent interaction is highly desirable; whether this

interdependently relate to one another, as well as to

be in the form of close physical proximity, or virtual

the overall team objectives. As the team’s function

contact via telecommunication. 

develops over time, the team members should reg-

Second, our relationships with others should

ularly discuss their roles, responsibilities, and objec-

exhibit temporal stability and likely continuity, 

tives for the future. This will ensure that each

meaning that teams which remain intact over

member’s personal strengths and skills are being

longer time periods benefit from the associated

deployed most effectively according to the team’s

familiarity and security. Moreover, teams with

current task. Such discussions also ensure that work-

stable membership perform better as their prolonged

load is being distributed evenly between team mem-

time together gives team members the opportunity

bers, recognizing the need for fairness, equality, and

to build close relationships and learn how they can

interdependence. 

best work with one another. Such teams become
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‘‘self-correcting performance units,’’ whereby team

adult life are shaped by our psychological attachment

members anticipate and respond to each other’s

style in infancy (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). 

actions, and coordinate performance to achieve a

Goleman (2006) describes too how our first significant

seamless and collaborative whole (Hackman, 

attachment to our primary caregiver acts as a template

2002). Such familiarity gives members insight into

for relationships later in life. The concept of group

one another’s strengths and enables them to predict

attachment refers to an individual’s propensity to seek

when they might have to compensate for others’

security within their group. Research has demon-

weaknesses. Indeed, social psychological research

strated that an individual’s inclination to form an

shows that we avoid ending relationships (Hazan

attachment to their team, and the nature of this attach-

& Shaver, 1994) and that interactions with the

ment, can influence the degree to which they identify

same people are generally more satisfactory than

with the team, and in turn, the extent to which they

interactions

with

many

different

people

trust and cooperate within the team (Korsgaard, 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

Brodt, & Sapienza, 2003). Healthy team attachments

Third, relationships should be free from chronic

are characterized by friendly, accepting, and interper-

conflict. Despite the fact that conflict is often an

sonal styles, and by mutual respect, an awareness of

unavoidable and even beneficial feature of team

others’ needs and concerns, and a genuine interest in

work (Alper, Tjosvold, & Law, 2000), interpersonal

each other’s well-being. Individuals who are securely

conflict will be detrimental to team member satisfac-

attached to their team feel safe and secure in their

tion and intention to remain in the team (Jehn, 

organizational environment, knowing that their

1995). Conversely, moderate task conflict on com-

group will be attentive to their work needs. This

plex tasks, if managed appropriately, can be helpful

secure base encourages the individual to work inter-

in improving decision-making and promoting cri-

dependently with their team colleagues, take up new

tical task evaluation in teams (Jehn, 1995; Johnson, 

ventures and risks, maintain frequent contact with

Johnson, & Tjosvold, 2000). However, the team

their team and openly share information. 

leader must ensure that the processes through

However, teamwork does not always create a

which team conflicts are resolved do not undermine

sense of security. Team members can experience

the team itself (Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

loneliness if there is little closeness between team

Finally, Baumeister and Leary (1995) argue that

members. This could occur in short-lived project

our relationships should exhibit mutual affective

teams or among employees who work in many

concern. Our interactions should be affectively

teams simultaneously. Similar difficulties can be

pleasant and reciprocal—we both give and receive

experienced by online or virtual teams, whose

in our relationships with other team members. To

methods of communication, such as video calls and

satisfy our need to belong, we must believe that we

e-mails, are relatively impoverished and militate

are liked or loved and that the person(s) who we are

against the development of a strong sense of team

in an ongoing relationship with cares about our

belonging. 

welfare. 

One way of avoiding such problems is by

encouraging intense team working, in which team

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

members work together closely, put effort into enga-

Encourage positive, warm experiences and relation-

ging with one another and concentrate on achieving

ships in teams. Intervene to resolve conflicts that are in

the team task at hand. Strong identification, coop-

danger of becoming entrenched. Ensure regular and

erative goals, and loyalty can rapidly ensue in newly

positive team meetings to encourage team members to

created groups (Sherif et al., 1988). Early wins can

support and help each other. 

also quickly build attachment. Working in intense

team environments on a shared inspiring team task, 

Develop Team Attachment

will generate a shared sense of belonging, in which

Bowlby (1969) proposed that children who form

strong team attachments form. 

an enduring socio-emotional relationship with an

Attachment can be characterized by avoidance. 

adult, often the primary caregiver, are more likely to

Team members demonstrate avoidant attachment if

survive and develop secure, stable relationships in their

they are distant from and independent of their

adult life. Bowlby argued that an adult’s need for

group. Such individuals typically display lower

attachment is an attempt to replicate the form of

levels of commitment and group identification, and

contact that they had with their mother during in

are more concerned with fulfilling self-interests over

early life. Our personality and social behavior in

those of the team (Korsgaard, Brodt, & Sapienza, 
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2003). In order to reduce such avoidance, the team

team potency—and team effectiveness (Campion, 

should develop a strong group identity, through

Medsker, & Higgs, 1993; Gil & Alcover, 2002). 

team members’ openly appreciating one another’s

Guzzo et al. (1993) describe group potency as the

efforts and valuing closeness and interdependence. 

extent to which a team collectively believes that they

Further, they should be rewarded for team output

can be effective, extending Bandura’s (1986) work

rather than individual contributions. Over time, 

on self-efficacy and applying it to a team context. 

such behaviors will influence the avoidant team

Group potency can be developed by nurturing skills

members’ perceptions, and gradually reshape their

of team members so that they feel equipped to

team attachment style toward security. 

complete their tasks. This builds confidence and

A third style of attachment is characterized by

enthusiasm within the team, creating a shared cli-

anxiety, whereby team members feel undervalued or

mate of group potency. 

unworthy of being accepted by their team. Such

In teams, positive mood spreads among team

members typically exhibit greater negative affect

members via emotional contagion. Emotional con-

and report less satisfying social support within

tagion is a form of social influence through which

their teams. They rarely engage in group discussions

team members share and impact upon the emotions

and are unlikely to challenge the team’s objectives. 

and behaviors of one another through the conscious

This anxious attachment can be reduced by devel-

and unconscious induction of emotional states and

oping a climate of trust and openness and ensuring

behavioral attitudes (Schoenewolf, 1990). Similarly, 

consistently fair treatment of all. Such an approach, 

George (1996) uses the term ‘‘group affective tone’’

according to Korsgaard, Brodt, and Sapienza (2003)

to describe emergent homogeneous affective reac-

will reduce the anxiously attached team member’s

tions within a group. If team members exhibit exci-

anxiety and build their confidence in believing that

tement, enthusiasm, and self-belief, the team itself

they are worthy of being part of the team. 

will come to be and be seen in this way. Group

affective tone can influence work outcomes

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

(George & Brief, 1992). For example, negative affec-

Create teams with at least moderate stability in

tive tone breeds poor performance and absenteeism

membership allowing members to establish lasting

in a team. Conversely positive affective tone boosts

familiar and close relationships characterized by trust, 

the team’s productivity and effectiveness as cognitive

commitment, and consistency. 

flexibility (which characterizes positive affect) is

amplified via the process of emotional contagion. 

Having described the input elements in our positive

model of team working, we now turn to the processes

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

that have a large impact in mediating the effects of those

Invest in the development of team skills and abilities

inputs on the outcomes of team working. 

to build work-related self-esteem, self-efficacy, and posi-

tive team member perceptions of themselves and the

Positive IPO Model: Processes

team. Exhibit positive affect and confidence about the

In order to achieve high levels of innovation, 

team’s ability to succeed and encourage team members

effectiveness and well-being, team processes must

to adopt a similar orientation. Demonstrate your belief

be orchestrated, integrated, and in tune in order to

in the team and infect members with the confidence to

provide harmonious and elegantly coordinated out-

take action to achieve their objectives. 

puts. The traditional literature on teamwork por-

trays a pessimistic picture of team processes, 

Optimism

tending to focus on the ‘‘disabilities’’ of teamwork

Human cognition is characterized by a natural

such as groupthink, conflict, poor decision-making, 

and robust positive bias, and our brains are wired

and social loafing. Below we identify the positive

such that we generally view the world from a

team processes including potency, optimism, trust, 

positive rather than realistic or negative perspective

reflexivity, leadership, and social support, which

(Carr, 2004). Optimists are described as those indi-

together cultivate enriching teamwork interactions

viduals who hold positive expectations about the

in which team members are able to thrive. 

future (Scheier & Carver, 1985). The tendency to

attribute positive qualities to both oneself and others

Potency

is beneficial, since optimism is associated with out-

Research suggests a positive relationship between

comes such as academic achievement and occupa-

team members’ collective confidence in the team—

tional adjustment (Seligman, 1998; Gillham, 2000). 
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According to Seligman (1998), optimism is a

performance expectations for the team; reframe adverse

human strength that can be learned through role

events in a positive light; rationalize setbacks positively

modeling and rehearsal. This suggests that collective

and find creative solutions to problems. 

optimism can be developed in team contexts by

encouraging and rewarding optimistic behaviors and

Learning

attitudes. This would be beneficial, as optimism has

Personal growth is vital for individual need fulfil-

been shown to have a significant performance impact

ment. Hackman (1990) therefore argues that per-

in workplace settings (Seligman, 1998). For example, 

sonal growth and development is one of the most

optimism is related to the way we cope with adversity

important individual needs which must also be satis-

(Carver et al., 1993), and can therefore help teams

fied in a team context. Within teams such learning

cope effectively when objectives are not met. 

can be shared, resulting in organizations’ retaining

Optimism also allows for reduced ‘‘defensiveness,’’

knowledge; when a team member leaves a team, the

leading people to see things the way they really are, 

learning of the team is not lost (West, 2004a). This

preventing them from striving toward unrealistic

team learning is defined as a change in the team’s

goals, and allowing them to be open to change

collective level of skill and knowledge as a result of

(Scheier, Weintraub, & Carver, 1986). If team mem-

the shared experience of team members (Ellis et al., 

bers feel optimistic they are more likely to cooperate

2003) and is demonstrated in team learning beha-

together to find creative solutions to problems and

viors such as sharing and seeking information and

support one another in overcoming failures. 

feedback. Given the interdependent nature of team

Moreover, optimistic team members who exhibit

working, learning at the team level incorporates a

positive affect are more persistent on tasks, particu-

social dimension, and is highly dependant on

larly when the task is enjoyable and engaging (Erez & 

socially shared cognitions and information-proces-

Isen, 2002). Such cooperation, creativity, and persis-

sing systems. Such interactions allow skills and

tence are fundamental to effective team working. 

knowledge acquired by one team member to be

In unfavorable situations, optimists tend to adopt

transferred to another team member. Therefore, a

effective coping strategies such as seeking social sup-

team’s collective learning process is very much

port and reappraising negative experiences using posi-

dependent on how effectively one team member

tive thinking (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000). Mischel and

can transfer newly acquired skills and knowledge to

Mendoza-Denton (2003) point out that the potential

his or her team colleagues. By acquiring and sharing

for human strengths lies not in ignoring negative

new information effectively, a team can save time, 

events, but restructuring them in a way that a creative

swiftly deduce answers to difficult problems, and

and constructive course of action can be found. Such

make more widely accepted decisions. 

strategies can be encouraged through appropriate

This individual need to learn and develop is

modeling of optimism by the team leader. 

fulfilled through the continual accumulation of

Goleman (2006) argues that wiring for resonance

skills and knowledge. Sadly, some teams function

of emotions within groups of people seems to be

in ways which inhibit the personal development of

built into the human nervous system. Feelings and

team members. For example, collaborative discus-

emotions that echo through a team will have a strong

sions may be inhibited because of one or two domi-

influence on how team members interpret and pro-

nant team members. Such dominance reduces

cess information. They also influence how decisions

shared ownership over team objectives and accom-

are made and affect the norms and attitudes that

plishments and prevents creative inputs from less

prevail within the team. Overall, collective optimism

confident team members. In other teams, members

in teams can heighten group potency, promote per-

fail to acknowledge their team mates’ achievements

sistence on challenging tasks, and create a team

or provide little positive feedback on performance. 

climate of positive affect. In such contexts, team

Defensive routines and destructive interactions are

members feel comfortable expressing views, taking

characteristic of teams embedded in organizations

risks, and solving problems creatively. Therefore, 

with ‘‘blame cultures’’ (West, 2004a). In such orga-

recognizing and rewarding optimism is crucial for

nizations, the reaction to team failure is to search for

ensuring effective teamwork. 

a team member to blame. Such scapegoating pre-

vents teams from addressing the root-cause of their

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

problems for the sake of preserving cohesion in the

Encourage optimism in teams by consistently mod-

rest of the group. All of these situations exemplify

eling positive thinking; set high (but realistic)

the opposite of the stimulating and synergistic
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learning environment that positive team work can

alternatives. Intended actions are clear and ordered

provide. 

in terms of their priority. Each action also has a

clearly specified time span in which it will be carried

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

out. Finally, the team will specify both short and

Effective communication is critical to team

long term plans and objectives which are specific, 

learning—team leaders should emphasize the importance

challenging, measurable, and agreed by the whole

of openness, so that team members feel confident to air

team. The team will also consider potential problems

their views, and the team can learn from its mistakes. 

that they could encounter and specify how they can

Team leaders should monitor team learning by con-

adapt in such circumstances. 

ducting ongoing appraisals and reviews to ensure that

In a longitudinal research study, Carter and West

team members are acquiring new skills and sharing

(1998) monitored the performance of 19 BBC-TV

knowledge and information effectively within their team. 

production teams over a year and found that reflex-

ivity was a significant predictor of the creativity and

Reflexivity

team effectiveness (measured by audience viewing

Reflexivity involves reflecting upon and learning

figures). By reflecting upon strategies, task objec-

from previous experience and then initiating appro-

tives, and processes, reflexive teams can plan ahead, 

priate change. Team reflexivity is the degree to

actively structure situations, have a better knowledge

which members of a team collectively reflect upon

of their work, and anticipate mistakes. In some

their immediate and long term objectives, processes, 

organizational contexts such as healthcare teams, 

and strategies and adapt them accordingly (West, 

failure to execute such practices can have dangerous

1996). Teams that take time out to reflect on their

consequences and errors can go unnoticed (Dawson, 

objectives, strategies, and processes are more effec-

West, & Yan, 2009). 


tive than those that do not; be they television pro-

Reflexivity requires a high degree of psychological

duction teams, sports teams, or healthcare teams

safety, since reflexive discussions are likely to reveal

(West, 2004b). 

discrepancies between how the team is and how it

The team reflexivity process incorporates three

should be performing (West et al., 2004). Research

key elements; reflection, planning, and adaptation. 

into newly formed nursing teams by Edmondson

Reflection refers to the awareness, attention, mon-

(1996) shows that learning from mistakes and devising

itoring, and evaluation of the object under consid-

innovations to avoid such mistakes in the future can

eration (West, 2000). Teams should be encouraged

only happen in teams that acknowledge and discuss

to set aside time periodically for reflection. Due to

their errors and how they could have been avoided. 

time pressures and resource restrictions that many

real work teams face, this may be perceived as diffi-

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

cult. Therefore, a team leader must ensure that their

Teams should actively take time out to reflect on

team stops working and takes the time out to reflect

their objectives, strategies, and processes, and their suc-

collectively. During such sessions, reflexivity should

cesses as well as failures. They should develop a climate

be applied to team processes, with the cultivation of

of safety enabling team members to explore and reflect

ongoing self-awareness. When things go wrong, 

in a supportive and constructive environment. The

teams should always ask ‘‘what can we learn from

team should then make plans and take action for

this?’’ Even when a team meets or exceeds its objec-

change, implement innovations, and reflect again. 

tives, the same question should be asked. In such

circumstances, as well as celebrating and rewarding

Trust

their achievement, teams should consciously search

Trust, defined as the willingness to be vulnerable

for the underlying reasons behind each success, in

to others (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995), is

order to improve the chances that such conditions

critical for fostering cooperative working within

can be replicated in the future. 

both teams and organizations (Smith, Carroll, & 

After the initial period of team reflection, inten-

Ashford, 1995). Trust is associated with team coop-

tions and courses of action are contemplated and

eration and an absence of counterproductive team

decided upon during the planning phase. Action in

conflict (Kramer, 1999; Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

accordance to these plans is then required for

Trust also engenders a team’s willingness to engage in

adaptation. 

risk taking behaviors, explore new ventures, and take

High levels of team reflexivity and effectiveness

actions that both preserve team integrity and improve

are characterized by detail and consideration of

performance (Cummings & Bromiley, 1996). 
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So how does trust develop in teams? Belonging to

work environment and developing roles (Graen & 

a team can create a sense of mutual affective concern

Scandura, 1987). 

and a shared identity among members. After some

So what do supportive leaders do? They create an

time, this shared affective concern for one another

inspiring vision for the team such that team mem-

can create a strong sense of attachment, and identi-

bers engage with the team’s objectives and commit

fication with the team, all of which are important

themselves to the team’s task. They ensure everyone

determinants of collective trust. Trust encourages

in the team is clear about his or her individual roles

team members’ willingness to accept vulnerability

and understands the roles played by other team

to the team in the belief that others in the team will

members. They orchestrate effective interdependent

behave in a benevolent and considerate way

working and encourage the team to regularly take

(Korsgaard, Brodt, & Sapienza, 2003). Trust in

time out to review their performance and how it can

teams can be developed through shared norms that

be improved. They provide high levels of positive

support cooperative actions, equal contribution, 

feedback and coach team members to improve per-

altruism, and a sense of shared team membership, 

formance. They bring a positive, optimistic, and

whereby team members hold secure positive beliefs

confident orientation to the team and encourage

about each other’s competences and intentions. 

positive relationships (West, 2004b). They manage

decision-making in an atmosphere of mutually

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

respectful and supportive debate via constructive

In order to develop collective trust in teams, encou-

controversy (Tjosvold & Wong, 2000). Crucially, 

rage close contact and communication between team

leaders act with integrity, openness, and honesty so

members, allowing attachments to form. Develop

as to build trust within their team. They should also

shared values, a strong identity, and a collective sense

ensure that the team works effectively with other

of shared fate. Promote mutual risk-taking and crea-

teams and does not become a beautiful island. 

tive, constructive conflict resolution. And finally, model

Inter-team effectiveness is vital for organizational

altruism, respect, and consistency in behavior. 

performance, and teams must be encouraged to

cooperate with and support other teams and depart-

Supportive Leadership

ments with which they are required to interact

The team leader is the most visible and powerful

within and across organizations. 

member of a team. Leaders act as models for team

members and have a pervasive compelling influence

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

on team processes. The composition and norms

Ensure that team leadership is clear to all team

developed within a team are highly dependent on

members and that there is no conflict over who is

the specific expertise, attitudes, guidance, and abil-

leader. Leaders should display and develop enthusiasm, 

ities that a leader brings to the team (Hackman, 

optimism, and inspiring visions in relation to the team’s

1990, 2002). Team leadership must therefore be

objectives. They should assume responsibility for effec-

clear, effective, and appropriate in order to encou-

tive team communication, be attentive and listen care-

rage positive team processes such as reflexivity and

fully to the team, and facilitate ongoing discussion and

learning (West et al., 2004). 

action that moves the team forward. And they must

Through careful monitoring, coaching, and feed-

encourage inter-team cooperation and effectiveness. 

back, a leader can help the team to develop effective

processes which enable successful team outputs

Social Support

(McIntyre & Salas, 1995). For example, an effective

Social support refers to ‘‘positive social interac-

leader can influence the shared sense of potency in a

tions’’ in teams and to team members ‘‘helping each

team (Chemers, Watson, & May, 2000). Further, 

other’’, and serves to enhance team effectiveness

the effective performance of a team is directly influ-

(Campion, 

Medsker, 

& 

Higgs, 

1993). 

enced by the leader’s attempt to remove obstacles

Drach-Zahavy (2004) proposes that supportive

and improve coordination (House, 1971). 

team behaviors are crucial for effective organizational

Not only do leaders act as a role model for team

practice. Team performance and learning are

members (Nygren & Levine, 1996) they also influ-

enhanced by supportive coworker relationships

ence organizational factors, such as the level of mate-

(Bishop, Scott, & Burroughs, 2000). Such relation-

rial resources available to the team (West & 

ships are also a means of reducing job stress

Markiewicz, 2004). Further, leaders provide infor-

(Fenlason & Beehr, 1994), and promoting team

mation and feedback to employees, structuring the

members’ satisfaction (Griffin, Patterson, & West, 
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2001). Harkins (1987) equates social support to

instrumental, appraisal, and if necessary, emotional

social facilitation in the way that it arouses and

support; this will help to build an altruistic open cli-

enhances team effectiveness by sustaining effort on

mate in which team members can seek advice and

dull routine tasks. Similarly, Gladstein (1984) refers

support within their work community. 

to support as a group maintenance behavior that

encourages positive team processes such as potency

Positive IPO Model: Outputs

and communication. According to House (1981), 

The Positive IPO Model predicts that, if all of the

social support is a major resource that reduces the

inputs and processes are in place, then a team will

harmful consequences of stress and facilitates well-

produce outstanding outputs which characterize

being. West (2004a) argues that social support is a

truly effective teamwork, namely; heightened team

critical process for effective teamwork as it contri-

performance, team member well-being, organiza-

butes to long-term team viability and team member

tional

altruism, 

inter-team

cooperation, 

and

well-being. 

innovation. 

There are four main types of team social support:

Effective positive team working is not only advan-

emotional, 

informational, 

instrumental, 

and

tageous in terms of heightened team performance

appraisal (West, 2004a). Emotional support is the

(West, 1996), but also has the promise of emotional

kind of social support that we most readily identify. 

and intra-psychic benefits for individual team mem-

It is the notion of a shoulder to cry on, an encoura-

bers (Carter & West, 1999). Research has demon-

ging word, and sympathetic understanding of

strated that team working in organizations is

another’s emotional pain. It does not involve giving

associated with positive mental health and well-

advice or direction, rather it is simply providing the

being outcomes for those working in effective

space within which people can express their emo-

teams. Members of effective teams report high job

tions, for example, when the going gets tough. It also

satisfaction, role clarity, and well-being (Mickan & 

involves a sense of caring toward the person receiving

Rodger, 2005). 

the support. But social support is not only about

Organizational altruism is nurtured by positive

being warm, empathic, and caring. It is also about

team working. High levels of trust and intra-team

doing practical things to aid team colleagues. 

social support are processes that can cultivate

Providing helpful information to each other is an

altruistic team behaviors, when leaders’ model and

important element in the overall social supportive-

demand inter-team cooperation and effectiveness. 

ness of the team. Instrumental support refers to the

This promotes a climate of organizational altruism. 

practical, ‘‘doing’’ support that team members offer

The ‘‘bystander effect’’ refers to the behaviors people

one another such as where one team member takes

display when they experience a diffusion of respon-

practical action to aid another in achieving the goals

sibility and anxiety about personal involvement in

that they are aiming for. This may occur in a situa-

the presence of others. However, when bystanders

tion of crisis or simply as part of routine work. 

are members of a cohesive team, the bystander effect

Appraisal support involves team members helping

is nullified (Harkins & Petty, 1982). Members of

their colleagues in the process of making sense of or

such a team will show a genuine concern for one

interpreting a problem situation. This need not

another’s happiness and well-being, and are likely to

require offering solutions, but would involve helping

demonstrate helping behaviors within and across

the individual examine a range of alternative apprai-

teams. Positive affect and appreciation will resonate

sals of problem situations. The more that team

throughout the team and the wider organization

members support each other, the more cohesive

helping to gradually build an organizational culture

the team becomes. This leads to better mental

that moves individuals toward altruism, tolerance, 

health of team members since we know there is a

and citizenship. Co-operative teams, and teams of

strong and positive relationship between social sup-

teams, enable effective communication and fruitful

port at work and job-related mental health (Ganster, 

collaborations, in which fresh ideas are exchanged

Fusilier, & Mayes, 1986; Manning, Jackson, & 

and integrated, work load is shared, mutual support

Fusilier, 1996). 

is provided, and opportunities are exploited to their

full potential. 

TIPS FOR PRACTICE

Positive teamwork also stimulates high levels of

Ensure that supportive and altruistic team behaviors

creativity and innovation. Innovation is the devel-

are modeled, encouraged, and rewarded. Assign new

opment and application of new ideas and improved

team members with team mentors who provide

ways of doing things in practice (West, 2002). At a
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team level, successful innovations build confidence

behaviors influence the well-being of team members

and promote productivity, learning, and potency. At

and the effectiveness of teams. 

an organizational level, effective teamwork is a

• Supportive HR practices. From a practitioner’s

powerful strategy for facilitating innovation and

standpoint, it would be helpful to know how HR

thus enhancing an organization’s ability to respond

practices can help develop the desirable team

to change and react to competitors. 

behaviors described in the Positive IPO Model. 

Perhaps through performance management and

appraisal, for example, team members could be

Conclusion

actively encouraged to display reflexive thinking, 

As this chapter has demonstrated, simply

exhibit optimism, and disseminate knowledge and

focusing on deficits in teamwork is neither ade-

support through their team. HR practices should

quate nor helpful for teams in today’s workplace. 

stimulate processes that facilitate outstanding

By integrating traditional teamwork theories with

collaborative working. But what HR practices need

contemporary positive psychology principles, posi-

to be designed and how can they be implemented? 

tive teamwork can be considered as a mechanism

for the development of personal strengths and the

Answers to such questions would help us develop

promotion of optimal well-being in the workplace. 

dream teams in organizations rather than the

The Positive IPO Model, we hope, can enlighten

‘‘scream teams’’ we often encounter in practice! 

teams and their organizations as to how to nourish

learning and creativity, foster potency, optimism, 

Implications for Practice

and altruism, and ultimately satisfy the underlying

Practical guidelines in relation to each specific

human need to engage with others, and take part in

input and process have been provided throughout

enterprise that has a meaningful and fulfilling pur-

this chapter, which we hope will offer practitioners

pose. In presenting the model and its potential

and managers a useful framework for successfully

implications, we propose that financial growth

implementing positive team working in the work-

and positive human functioning come hand-in-

place. However, there are key elements that are

hand and should no longer be seen as alternatives

necessary to have in place as a basis for developing

or trade-offs. The important implications that posi-

effective and positive teams. When implementing

tive psychology has for understanding and pro-

the Positive IPO Model, ensure that:

moting the well-being of workplace teams and

• Teams have an inspiring task and clear

their wider communities are compelling. The task

objectives. 

now is to instill such concepts into the common-

• Team members are clear about their roles and

sense philosophies of all managers, leaders, and

those of their team colleagues. 

organizations, in order to make dream teams a

• Teams have the autonomy and authority to

widespread reality. 

decide the means of accomplishing their objectives. 

• Teams regularly review their performance and

Directions for Research

how it can be improved. 

So, what are the most pressing future research

• Teams have an excellent team leader who has

questions that need to be answered? We propose

the skills to develop effective team processes. 

three areas that relate to the Positive IPO Model in

which theoretical and empirical progress is needed. 
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C H A P T E R

20 Positive Organizational Scholarship Leaps

into the World of Work

Don Mroz and Shawn Quinn

Abstract

What if organizations could be structured and managed in ways that could unleash the full potential of those working within them? The paradox of hard-driving organizations and finding a way for people to thrive within organizations, we believe, is of paramount importance. Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) is ‘‘the dynamics in organizations that lead to the development of human strength, foster resiliency in individuals, make possible healing and restoration, and cultivate extraordinary individual and organizational performance’’ (Cameron, 2003). Positive Deviance, a core principle of POS, and integrating Positive Meaning Making, Positive Emotions, and Positive Connections all help create a work environment that moves organizations toward increased employee happiness on the job and higher organizational efficiencies. Through a five-phased process, we have helped organizations to change their traditional focus on problem solving and integrate an abundance framework for better results. 

Keywords: Positive Deviance, enablers, application, transformation, engagement, leadership Positive psychology and other related topics are

work within them. However, what we often experi-

grabbing more and more attention in the organiza-

ence instead are hard-driving executives who are

tional world these days. Rightfully so, as there is

rewarded for improved profits rather than improving

something that seems right about understanding

the human spirit and bringing out the very best in

what it takes for human beings to thrive (not

the people who work for them. The short-term goal

simply exist) in such a setting. Most people recog-

of delivering shareholder value seems to trump the

nize that organizations are driving harder and trying

need to focus on people. The question isn’t which is

to become more successful, and this trend is not

more important but rather how to accomplish both

going to stop any time soon. This paradox of hard-

more effectively. 

driving organizations and finding a way for people to

Having worked closely with the faculty who

thrive within organizations is of paramount impor-

formed The Center for Positive Organizational

tance. Therefore, it makes good sense that we try to

Scholarship

(CPOS)

at

the

University

of

understand and help organizations succeed while

Michigan’s Ross School of Business, we have been

doing so in a way that improves many aspects of

fortunate to try to help organizations apply the

people’s lives. In undertaking work related to this

research coming out of the center. Though we see

very kind of effort, we are consistently asking the

a great deal of momentum in some organizations

question—‘‘What if organizations could be struc-

around Positive Psychology and POS, it usually

tured and managed in ways that could unleash the

happens in the rare cases that a senior level leader

full potential of those working within them?’’ In

has had some experience that helps him/her believe

the process, the organization could help people feel

in the power of these concepts. Most senior level

more passion for what they do while improving the

executives are rightly concerned about the next

physical and emotional well-being of those who

board meeting, shareholder presentations, and
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delivering quarterly numbers, and as a result are not

is best for the people involved (e.g., allowing people

certain how many of the POS concepts are applic-

to provide input that affects their work; providing an

able and will help them and their people, teams, or

open, sharing environment; providing people with

organization to succeed. Very few people will argue

information allowing them to connect what they do

that the concepts are not good, (because they are)

with the larger organizational mission and vision; 

and can help people, but Wall Street is unforgiving, 

creating an atmosphere of respect and caring for

and taking care of people is not in the immediate

individual contributions, etc.) it just wouldn’t

equation for success in their definition. 

matter either, except for the fact that one cannot

Due to the demanding short-term pressures busi-

get to extraordinary results without factoring in the

ness executives experience they often have difficulty

people. Take, for instance, a quote from a president

undertaking the effort(s) necessary to explore the

of a large division within a financial services com-

long-term benefits that can come from applying

pany who had been CEO of many companies as they

POS principles within their organizations. Thus, 

merged with other organizations. He was in the

when undertaking this work (i.e., positive psy-

midst of using POS to help define a new culture

chology, and/or positive organizational scholarship), 

between his division and another that he was

it is critical to speak their language and help leaders

responsible for merging together. Drawing on his

to learn the importance of the sustainable value

experience, he said:

provided through these efforts. To think about the

The same themes emerge through different deals; you

long term (as it relates to the people side of the

have to focus on both hard and soft facets of

business) while doing well enough in the short

conversion. The hard facets comprise all the systems

term to thrive at a high level is extremely challenging

challenges—to get plan sponsor fund menus aligned, 

and, unfortunately, is often thought of as an either-or

to keep things moving, to give sponsors uninterrupted

versus a both-and proposition. With that in mind, it

service. The soft ones are trickier—they involve

is important to understand what we mean by POS

cultural aspects including how you communicate to

and how we have been able to connect to executives

clients and how you service their plans. 

so that they can begin to see the benefits of applying

the principles coming out of the research. 

Once leaders have enough experience leading change

or merger and acquisition activities they learn

Positive Organizational Scholarship—

quickly how ignoring the people issues, or not effec-

What It Means to Us

tively dealing with them, makes creating extraor-

There is much to understand and much that is

dinary results very unlikely. ‘‘Positive deviance’’

just beginning to be understood in this realm of

(Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003) becomes the

POS; however it is imperative here that we define

core meaning or the initial entry when we talk to

some of the key terms and elements laid out by the

leaders in organizations about POS. The term and

core

CPOS

faculty. 

Positive

Organizational

concept of ‘‘deviance’’ generally has a negative con-

Scholarship (POS) is ‘‘the dynamics in organizations

notation. In reality, deviance means leaving the

that lead to the development of human strength, 

norm. There are two directions in which one can

foster resiliency in individuals, make possible healing

leave the norm, toward the more commonly known

and restoration, and cultivate extraordinary indivi-

definition of negative deviance, or toward the

dual and organizational performance’’ (Interview

seldom thought of definition of positive deviance. 

with Kim Cameron by Jennifer Salopek of ASTD

Normalization however, is a powerful thing, parti-

June 2003; Cameron, 2003, p. 1). Often when

cularly within organizations, and it can make the

people hear this definition they look at words and

desire to move outside the boundaries extremely

concepts like ‘‘healing and restoration’’ and they

difficult. Every day we all are very aware of what is

either get excited or become uneasy. It is important

considered normal or not in our families, societies, 

to note that studying and focusing on such concepts

and organizations. Organizations are set up to orga-

as strengths, resiliency, healing, and restoration is for

nize, or to put order to things. This order helps to

the purpose of cultivating extraordinary individual

create conformity, which is of course helpful to an

and organizational performance. If it does not help

organization in many instances. The problem how-

to drive individuals toward individual, team, and

ever, is that leaders, systems, and cultures within

organizational extraordinary results then it simply

organizations are often incapable of recognizing the

doesn’t matter. If it is about driving toward extra-

difference between negative and positive deviance. 

ordinarily positive results without considering what

This too, sounds illogical; however the need to
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conform and follow the rules (spoken or unspoken)

and start up their own, competing surgical center, 

within a system or organization is very powerful. 

but still maintain a working relationship with the

Breaking the rules of an organization, or trying to

hospital. Because of this strive for excellence, and the

move outside the boundaries will often lead to for-

pursuit of other positively deviant behaviors, 

malized or unformalized punishment, regardless of

the hospital has dramatically increased its revenue

the purpose for breaking the rule(s) (e.g., within a

over time and the people who have continued to

hospital environment—one can either try to help

work in the hospital feel great about the increased

improve a patient experience by performing in a

success, and that they are helping to create an envir-

manner outside the norm, going over and above

onment in which they love to work. In this instance, 

because they may be in worse condition if action

it might be said that the positive deviance displayed

isn’t taken quickly, or one can also step outside the

or modeled by the CEO helped to create the circum-

norm by being lazy and simply not doing the basics

stances for more positive deviance to occur. It is true

required). Either way, the individual has stepped

that someone must step outside the norm toward the

outside of the norm, and can be criticized for

positive, but it does not always need to be in such

doing too much or too little. 

dramatic ways as the example above. Often times it

Perhaps a more recent, actual experience can shed

can simply be many small acts of positive deviance

some light on this concept. We were working with

that transpire which can lead to a positive culture. 

the new CEO of a Regional Medical Center in

This latter methodology does however take longer, 

Michigan who found upon his arrival that many of

but can lead to equally wonderful results. It is the

the doctors/surgeons where treating other employees

consistency of positive deviance and stepping out-

in ways that were not acceptable by either moral

side the norm in a positive manner that is so critical

standards or sometimes even staying within the

for culture change to occur. 

legal requirements imposed upon healthcare organi-

Positive deviance is always difficult because there

zations. However, it had been going on for such a

is so much pressure to conform to the norm(s). One

long time that it became acceptable, and the way of

must be very clear about who they are, and what they

doing business in this hospital (i.e., the culture or

believe is enabling them to act in positively deviant

norm). The practical and difficult dilemma for the

ways. Spreitzer and Sonenshein (2003) describe the

CEO was that these doctors represented a large

ability to undertake positive deviance through a

portion of revenue for the hospital and it was diffi-

number of psychological conditions (e.g., sense of

cult to get new doctors to move into this small rural

meaning; focus on the other; self-determination; 

community. The CEO knew that he could never

personal efficacy; and courage) with each of these

move the hospital toward excellence by allowing this

conditions forming a link to positively deviant beha-

behavior, but would risk losing a great deal of rev-

viors. For instance, having a sense of deep personal

enue if he disciplined or removed the doctors. He

meaning is an important psychological factor of

made the decision that it was the right thing to do, 

positive deviance. Self-efficacy, is another factor

regardless of the punishment/risk and moved for-

that relates to setting higher goals and having

ward. The CEO laid down guidelines of appropriate

enhanced motivation, thus relating to how much

and expected behavior for all staff, including medical

effort a person will put into a certain belief or act. 

doctors, and in doing so he faced a great deal of push

‘‘The confidence that comes from being efficacious

back from the board and from the doctors, who

should facilitate positive deviance.’’ (Spreitzer & 

threatened to create a competing center. Because

Sonenshein, 2003, p. 216). Likewise, courage, 

the CEO was so clear on his values and purpose, 

‘‘firmness of mind and will in the face of extreme

and knew he was acting in the best interest of

difficulty’’

(Webster’s

Ninth

New

Collegiate

everyone involved, he moved forward with confi-

Dictionary), also speaks to the ability to move in a

dence. He knew that if he were to get fired that he

positively deviant manner. Individuals, and leaders

could, at the very least, feel good about staying

in particular, must also have the courage to let these

congruent with his values. In addition, he had

beliefs and ideals guide them in what they do. This

decided that he would not want to work in a place

concept has been referred to in other terms such as

that wouldn’t back him doing the right thing, thus

‘‘Challenging the Process’’ by Kouzes and Posner

he proceeded forward with striving for excellence

(1997) and ‘‘Personal Mastery’’ by Senge (1997). 

with the doctors and all hospital employees. The

To create a positively deviant organization, it

CEO did eventually receive the backing of the

requires a number of people being very clear on

board; several of the doctors did choose to leave

who they are and what they believe, and thus aligned
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in those beliefs, which is certainly no small under-

shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure

taking. The key in this work of positive deviance and

around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. 

POS, is then to transfer these skills and behaviors to

We were born to make manifest the glory of God that

others in the respective organization so that it

is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. 

permeates into a culture of positive behavior. Thus, 

And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously

it takes those individuals (who are already portraying

give other people permission to do the same. As we are

positive deviance) creating an environment which

liberated from our own fear, our presence

will help others to have passion for what they do so

automatically liberates others. 

they are willing to push for the best performance

We believe this quote provides a backdrop for any

possible while doing so in ways that benefit the lives

person who displays positive deviant tendencies in

of everyone involved. The push for quality, effi-

that, to step outside of the norm, particularly within

ciency, safety, regulatory adherence, profits, and

an organization where the norms are most often so

speed, while simultaneously pushing the boundaries, 

strong, signifies the person has moved beyond their

are all elements of positive deviance. In addition, 

own fear of greatness. The CEO mentioned above

seeking new and better ways of doing things, devel-

believed in himself and knew deep down that he was

oping people, and helping to form communities that

doing the right thing, and in doing so, also believed

release positive emotions that allow for healing and

in himself. Another way of saying it might be that he

restoration will become the visible effects of such

did indeed let his own light shine, and the organiza-

deviant behaviors. 

tion is the better for it. 

As previously stated, the difficulty is that being

positively deviant will almost always make people

uncomfortable, including themselves. The change

Our Approach and Process for Undertaking

agent is never a hero when they start the journey. 

This Work Within Organizations

Pushing the limits may seem scary, but it is during

Moving an organization toward positive deviance

the journey of moving into uncertainty toward a new

is indeed a difficult undertaking. As discussed earlier, 

end point where growth occurs and energy is

being a positively deviant organization takes a

released both within people and to those around

number of individuals who are very clear about

them (Quinn, 1996). The CEO of the hospital did

who they are and what they believe. However, the

not enjoy the tension felt by holding the doctors

right environment will increase the likelihood that

accountable. The other doctors, board members, 

someone may choose to be positively deviant for the

and employees who had to experience the (what

good of the organization and all that are impacted by

some might call) negatively deviant doctors did not

the organization, or more importantly, all employees

enjoy the tension they were feeling while the experi-

behave in a way that the organization becomes posi-

ence was occurring. This is why human beings

tively deviant in its industry. Before laying down the

sometimes push to get back to what they know (or

process we have been generally following with orga-

are used to) even if the uncomfortable journey will

nizations, we need to talk about the core elements

bring more positive results in the long run. Again, 

that we believe underlie an environment that will

what we saw in the case of the Community Hospital

release human potential and increase the occurrence

example provided above was that people felt great

of positive deviance. 

excitement and gained energy as a by-product of the

Jane Dutton is one of the faculty members who

changes due to positive deviance being displayed. 

helped to form the CPOS. She often describes the

Marianne Williamson describes many of the

core of POS as a set of interrelated mechanisms, 

above concepts well in her book, A Return to Love:

working together to create the foundation for a

Reflections on the Principles of a Course in Miracles

POS culture. The three interplaying mechanisms

(1992, pp. 190–191), where she says, 

are positive meaning-making, positive emotions, 

and positive connections. These mechanisms are

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our

the underpinning of creating a POS environment, 

deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. 

and as such, it may be helpful here to explain or

It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. 

define these as they relate to the work we have done

We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, 

in organizations. Once we define these foundation

talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? 

principles we will discuss some of the enablers that

You are a child of God. Your playing small does not

help build these underpinning mechanisms in

serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about

organizations. 
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Beginning with positive meaning-making, we

changes. Again, referring to our work in the not-

can see this in the aspect of how people care for

for-profit automotive school, when asked ‘‘what is it

and find significance in what they do at work. 

that is most positive about working here?’’ Over and

Making ‘‘meaning’’ of one’s work is fine, but in

over again we heard staff comment that it was

this sense it is the ‘‘positive’’ aspect of the phrase

‘‘seeing someone succeed, and it created a sense of

that is critical as a foundation for POS work. 

overwhelming pride and accomplishment which

Therefore, positive meaning as described by

made them feel good about what they were doing.’’

Dutton and Glynn (2007) is associated with opti-

We experienced similar positive emotions from hos-

mism, hopefulness, and resourcefulness. These

pital staff working with patients whom they helped

beliefs and attributes are all important as we work

to recovery; a mobile phone company facilitating

with leaders and others within organizations. It is

communication in times of crisis or to keep relation-

this positive meaning that allows people to see the

ships alive; and, in a financial institution that man-

world (or their jobs, teams, and organizations) in a

ages retirement funds helping to put people on the

manner that is confident and constructive in nature. 

path to a secure retirement. It is important to note

One such distinction is drawn from a term by

that experiencing positive emotions themselves may

Wrzesniewski (2003), which is that work performed

not last beyond a brief time, however Fredrickson’s

by an individual is seen as a ‘‘calling’’ versus simply a

research and our experience shows that regularly

job or career. To further illustrate this we can show

experiencing positive emotions begins to build

evidence through a not-for-profit automotive school

enduring resources that help each of these indivi-

for adults that we have worked in where all the

duals noted above to keep up their work despite

students are ‘‘at risk students,’’ in that they have jail

difficult situations. For example, when a person

records, or simply have not been in the workforce

experiences joy with someone they are more likely

before due to poor performance or dropping out of

to be playful and will try new things (think crea-

school. In one-on-one interviews with the staff, the

tively) and form a friendship with the other person. 

overwhelming commonality was the desire to help

The friendship can strengthen both through a diffi-

others and the ability of the staff to gain great satis-

cult experience or will allow a relationship to stay

faction from helping people achieve a level of citizen-

strong through a difficult but necessary conversation

ship not previously attained in the student’s lives. 

that will move the business agenda forward. 

We equate this feeling around one’s job as having a

Positive relations, the third of the three inter-

‘‘calling.’’ In almost every case, the teachers in this

related mechanisms are possibly the most easily

school could have made more money by going back

understood, in that it is simply positively inter-

into industry or working at a public school, thus they

relating between individuals. Although simply

were not in it for the money, but for a higher

understood, it is much more complex in reality

purpose and deeper satisfaction, thus a ‘‘calling.’’

since it consists of having connections that are

One final way to think about positive meaning is

‘‘mutual [in nature], trusting, respectful, or of other

the way that one frames any given experience. For

high quality attributes’’ (Dutton & Ragins, 2007). 

instance, your company is being purchased by a large

In the hospital environment that we spoke of pre-

multinational. Do you see this as an opportunity for

viously (the CEO who helped hold the doctors more

growth and a new level of resources, or does it mean

accountable around behavior), this mutual respect

that the organization will be forced to act in new

and positive relations were evident when we brought

ways that won’t allow employees to have the same

people together, and they could have meaningful

family feel or flexibility to do the things that need to

conversations and work through difficult issues

be accomplished? Every experience has meaning

without hard feelings or negative statements. As

placed onto it; managing the meaning toward the

previously stated in this example, the CEO had

positive is essential to unleashing human potential. 

worked diligently to create a positive, trusting envir-

Positive emotions, the second of the three inter-

onment where positive relations were promoted. 

related mechanisms, according to Dutton and

With these three inter-related mechanisms, as

Glynn refers to the ‘‘felt experience of positive emo-

defined above, it is critical to understand the com-

tions.’’ They go on further, quoting Fredrickson

bined relationship that fosters a positive environ-

(1998, p. 300) saying that ‘‘positive emotions are

ment. Each one is an entry point, but each

short term states of felt activation by individuals or

mechanism perpetuates the other two mechanisms. 

collectives that are associated with a pleasantly sub-

When all three are propelling each other forward in a

jective feel’’ which is manifested in physiological

positive upward cycle, the environment is such that
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it will unleash potential in those on the team. People solving. There is not necessarily a negative

will be less defensive and more willing to take risks. 

connotation placed on the deficit approach, rather

People will be excited to be part of the work being

an opportunity to think differently about any given

done and will feel they are making a significant

situation. We also see that abundance may be an

difference. Each employee will look for the good in

over-arching approach encompassing the following

those they work with and try to build off each other. 

enablers. 

Resources will not be looked at in an either-or

• Strengths-Based

Approach—The

Gallup

fashion but rather in a both-and fashion. It will be

organization and Marcus Buckingham have done

ok to be imperfect because mistakes become learning

a great deal of work in this area. Buckingham and

experiences so that performance can be enhanced

Clifton (2001) argue that strengths are more likely

and the impact on others will be more meaningful. 

to get you to excellence or world class levels, while

Different approaches are valued and integrated to

working on weaknesses will only help you become

create better solutions. The environment becomes

competent and take a lot more energy to do so. 

one that increases the likelihood of behaviors that are

They have a number of tools and processes worth

too often abnormal and that will help contribute to

exploring to help you discover and implement

generating extraordinary results. Understanding the

strengths. At the CPOS we use a tool that can

underpinning mechanisms noted is important

enhance what is learned from Gallup called The

because they are the foundation to create the desired

Reflected Best-Self Instrument (Quinn, Dutton, 

positive environment. However, it is important to

& Spreitzer, 2003). This tool helps a person to

think about ways that will help to enable the devel-

understand how others see them at their best and

opment of these positive mechanisms. Below we

then seeks to help that person craft their job to

describe several of the many enablers that are

increase their strengths and passions more in what

coming out of the CPOS research. These are the

they do every day (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 

key enabling forces and attributes necessary to

2001). The Reflected Best-Self Tool requires a

trigger positive emotions, meaning, and connections

person to ask 20 to 30 people for 3 examples of

to help executives try to create a positive

when they have seen the person seeking feedback

environment. 

‘‘at their best.’’ The person now has 60–90

paragraph statements giving specific examples of

• The Abundance Approach—this approach has

when people (colleagues, family members, friends, 

become well known through the work being done at

etc.) have seen them at their best. By looking for

Case Western Reserve around Appreciative Inquiry. 

consistent themes and situations that bring out the

The very basic idea is starting from what is working

person’s strengths, people can learn more about

or successful and then analyzing and reapplying that

where they bring the most value. Learning about

success in a proactive manner. Kim Cameron

coworkers’ strengths will allow a team or

(CPOS co-founder), who was the dean of the Case

organization to figure out ways to organize tasks, 

Western Reserve Business school for a time, has

projects, and job responsibilities that will help an

continued to build the business case and expand

organization tap into their employees potential, 

the concept. In their book, Making the Impossible

leading to higher levels of performance. 

Possible (2006), Cameron and Lavine present

• Values-Driven Organization—There has been a

examples that show how organizations can be

lot of work around organizational and personal

motivated to change their current ways of good

values integration within organizations. Leading

performance to exceptional performance through

with Values (Hess & Cameron, 2006) is a book

putting in place conditions of abundance, which

that

gives

examples

of

positively

deviant

makes flourishing and success within and outside

organizations that have allowed values to guide

of organizations possible. The outstanding results

their

organizations

to

create

excellence. 

at the Rocky Flats nuclear weapons production

Additionally, in his work ‘‘Building a Values-

facility was one such example, exemplifying clean-

Driven Organization: A Whole-System Approach

up crews of the most dangerous facility in the nation

to Cultural Transformation,’’ Richard Barrett

exceeding all expectations through taking an

(2006) defines the values-driven organization as

abundance approach. We contrast abundance with

encompassing four specific and necessary elements:

a deficit approach; in real life this may look like

personal alignment, structural alignment, values

focusing on wellness and prevention vs. sickness

alignment, and mission alignment. He further

and recuperation, or innovation vs. problem

states, ‘‘for whole-system change to occur there
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must be a parallel shift in personal alignment, 

• Strategies for Employee Engagement—Do you

structural alignment, values alignment, and mission

feel like what you do every day is a job, part of a

alignment’’ (p. 4). 

career, or a calling? As mentioned earlier in the

• Although not everyone uses the term ‘‘values-

chapter, Amy Wrzesniewski’s research begins to

driven organization,’’ numerous others who discuss

explore what it means to help people connect what

concepts of creating positive environments utilize

they do for work to something that has great

similar references. Joseph Badaracco Jr. (2006, 

meaning for them. We work with executives to

p. 34) in Questions of Character, specifies that a

explore ways that will lead to much higher levels of

leader’s moral compass comprises basic values that

engagement within their employees. Kim Cameron

are deep, innate, and instinctive, and that these are

has linked his fifteen years of downsizing research to

the kinds of leaders that people in organizations

Wrzesniewski’s work to create strategies for leading

want and need. Another closely aligned concept to

to higher levels of engagement. Pratt and Ashforth

values is integrity. John Maxwell (1993) discusses

(2003) also believe that having a ‘‘calling’’ is among

this concept through the daily struggles that leaders

the best ways to engage people fully in their work. 

face in decision-making. He specifically discusses the

They state that callings are associated with

need to have congruence between what we want to

expressing one’s ‘‘authentic self’’ (p. 320) in what

do and what we ought to do as a leader, and that

one does at work, thus allowing an individual to

integrity establishes the ground rules for resolving

become the person that only that individual can in

potential tensions between the two. As we see it, all

deed be. 

of these concepts are elements leading to the creation

• In addition to the works mentioned above, 

of a positive work environment driven by positive

Buckingham and Clifton (2001) discuss strategies

values. 

for truly engaging people in their work lives. Such

• Organizational Virtuousness—While studying

approaches include realizing each person’s talents

downsizing in organizations it became clear to Kim

that are enduring and unique, and then putting

Cameron that 8 out of 10 companies that downsize

individuals in a place where those talents can be

never quite recover, while 2 out of 10 not only

utilized to their maximum can help to make great

recover but flourish. Cameron began to be

strides in engaging people, as well as realizing that

interested in the 2 out of 10 and found that their

the best areas for individual growth are those areas of

cultures were virtuous in nature. The term

one’s greatest strengths. Unfortunately, they also

virtuousness is defined as, ‘‘the best of the human

show, through research, that many organizations

condition.’’ Cameron started to study facets such as

remain traditional in their approaches to utilizing

forgiveness and gratitude. It is hard to get past

the talents of people and fit people to the specific job

downsizing if people are unable to forgive and

rather than molding the job around the individual’s

move forward. With that in mind, Cameron

strengths and talents. It is our belief that enhancing

created the Positive Practices Assessment. This is a

the engagement of people at work will in itself create

tool that measures a number of Positive Practices in

an environment that is positive and fulfilling. 

organizations and was influenced by the work of

Paradigms must change in the business world for

many of the CPOS faculty to measure key areas

this to happen. Organizations must work hard to

coming out of their research. The data base is

accept that every individual has unique talents and, 

growing and the instrument is becoming more

in so doing, capitalize on those talents. If

focused and usable within organizations. Most

organizations can structure work around the talents

importantly, Kim Cameron is starting to show

of individuals, and change the mental models

statistically the impacts positive practices have on

associated with this, we believe great progress can

performance. In summarizing the key points to a

be made in creating positive work environments as

number of recent articles on this topic he wrote the

well as increasing work results. 

following to us: ‘‘The bottom line findings are that

• Positive Tensions—The Competing Values

implementing

positive

practices

significantly

Framework (CVF) is based on over 20 years

predicts organizational performance, improvement

of research and is a map (simplified way to guide

in positive practice scores predicts significant

understanding and discussion around organizational

improvement

in

profitability, 

and

positive

complexities) with numerous assessments and tools

practices have a strong positive relationship with

that help people to explore the positive tensions in

employee engagement’’ (Cameron, 2008; Caza & 

their organization. The CVF can help organizations

Cameron, 2008). 

and teams understand what kind of culture they
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have and the types of outcomes that would be

• With all of this stated, we believe that positive

expected to be created by that culture. Reducing

environments can be created through enhancing our

variation, creating effective processes, rigorous

connections with people and turning them into high

standards, and disciplined procedures will likely get

quality connections. It is important to note that

you efficiency and quality but will not give you

these high quality connections do not need to be

innovation and growth. The approaches that get

extremely time consuming, but rather sincere, 

you innovation and growth often create more

trusting encounters where both parties feel

chaos

and

increase

variation. 

People

have

energized by the interaction. If this happens, we

tendencies toward different kinds of approaches

believe it can be contagious, helping to create a

and thus help to form certain cultures and often

dynamic, positive culture. 

shut down approaches that are different to their

• Positive Leadership—Studying hundreds of

own. Understanding and integrating these various

examples of successful transformations, Bob Quinn

competing values will help an organization to

came to realize that leadership is not a set of

increase

the

likelihood

of

creating

positive

characteristics but a psychological state that

deviance. To learn more about the framework or to

everyone, regardless of position, can move in and

take

a

free

assessment

you

can

go

to

out of (Quinn, 2004). By acting from a more

www.competingvalues.com

(Quinn, 

DeGraff, 

conscious place in specifically defined areas we can

Thakor, & Cameron, 2006). 

learn to enter this psychological state more of the

• High Quality Connections (HQCs)—Energize

time, which will change the way we see the world

Your Workplace (Dutton, 2003) explains the power

and begin to impact those we work with in positive

of having quality connections (not relationships) in

ways. Specifically, Bob Quinn discusses four areas or

the workplace. Jane Dutton distinguishes between

frames that leaders are in most of the time, which he

high quality connections and relationships. When

refers to as the normal state (self-focused, internally

speaking of high quality connections, Dutton (p. 2)

closed, comfort centered, and externally directed). 

doesn’t necessarily mean a deep or intimate

He then goes on to identify the four areas that

relationship, rather she defines HQCs as being

leaders need to make the shift toward if they are to

‘‘marked by mutual positive regard, trust, and

move into a ‘‘Fundamental State of Leadership,’’

active engagement on both sides’’ (p. 2). Further, 

(moving from self-focused to other-focused; from

we say that if both parties are fully engaged and feel

internally closed to externally open; from comfort

vitality and energy it can and often does lead to a life-

centered to results centered; and, from externally

changing moment. We all have a range of

directed to internally directed). He is clear that

connections from destructive through neutral to

positive leadership occurs with a shift in all four

high quality in our day-to-day interactions. HQCs

areas. It is important to note that the four states of

are not as common but have significant impact on

mind during which time leaders are in the normal

our physical well-being and our ability to be

state are not negative, but rather we (as leaders)

successful at creating environments leading to

should always be striving to move out of the

positive deviance. By understanding the pathways

normal state toward a more positive deviant state

that lead to HQCs we can learn to have them more

of leadership—that of the fundamental state of

often in our organizations. Research by Fredrickson

leadership. To do so requires making conscious

and Losada (2005) provides insight into this concept

decisions that force us to make changes which help

of High Quality Connections. The results of three

us to see those around us, and our situations from a

distinct, yet related research studies have shown that

different perspective. From this new perspective we

positive to negative ratios of interactions (mostly in

treat those around us and react to situations in new

these

cases—speech)

were

at

the

level

of

ways which can lead to others’ also choosing to

approximately 3 or above. In other words, if people

behave in new ways that have greater impact on

provide authentic, honest, positive comments at the

organizational performance. 

rate of 3:1 or higher (actual studies showed that the

positive to negative comments should be 3:1 for

Using these enablers, and the many tools and

individuals, 5:1 for marriages, and almost 6:1 for

concepts that fall under these enablers, with execu-

business teams) the success of the relationship will

tives has shown to be helpful in creating the neces-

greatly increase. At or above these limits people will

sary environment that will increase the likelihood of

flourish in their relationships, below these levels, 

creating positively deviant results in teams and orga-

especially below 3:1 the relationships will languish. 

nizations. In our attempts to help organizations
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Implementing POS in Organizations

1. Create a

3. Creating

4. Sharing

5. Adjust

Common

2. Selecting the

pockets of

across

across

Understanding

early adopters     success in the

boundaries

boundaries

organizations

Figure 20.1 Implementing POS in organizations. 

apply these concepts we have found an approach that

For example, taking a ‘‘strengths-based’’ approach

has helped organizations begin to experience some

sounds interesting, but people may be somewhat

success in implementing POS. For the purposes of

skeptical about whether it is more likely to get

this chapter, we are laying out a stepped process, 

them

to

excellence. 

After

experiencing

the

fully knowing it is never as linear, sequential, or as

Reflected Best Self process, people are often so emo-

easy as it might appear here in writing. The process is

tionally impacted by what people share and how

not new or a breakthrough; however the importance

much influence they have by doing things that

is that of using this process to effectively apply POS

seem so simple, they begin to become more inter-

principles. Figure 20.1 provides a graphic example of

ested in the concept. A person that has this emo-

the five phases; each of the five phases of implemen-

tional experience is more likely to try to take an

tation is described in some detail below. 

action around learning other team member’s

strengths and adjusting what they do so that their

Phase I—Create a Common Understanding

strengths are utilized more often. They will then

Anyone who enters an organization as an

begin to determine whether it has greater impact

external person knows that you have to learn to

on the engagement of those employees and the

understand the language and narratives of those

impact it is having on the business, thus buying

inside the organization (i.e., acronyms, a project

further into the philosophy. 

name and what it represents, the story about an

Another example of moving past conceptual

employee who was recently fired still told by those

understanding to emotional connection can be

who didn’t know the person, etc.). There is great

seen in the concept of positive deviance. People

power in language and frames of thinking. That is

understand the concept intellectually, but eventually

why part of changing culture is often changing the

we will talk during a workshop about an action that

language that people use, the stories they tell, or

could be taken around a given concept and the

helping to shift their way of thinking. Therefore, 

participants will begin to talk about how difficult

the first phase is to introduce new language and

that action would be to implement within their

ways

of

thinking

across

the

organization. 

organization. The room begins to feel a bit more

Educating people will not be enough to lead to

tense and people become less sure about whether

change but it begins the conversations necessary to

they really want to go down the path of challenging

take more significant steps toward change. 

the norm when they get back to their organization. 

Part of creating a common understanding is

That is when the participant is asked whether the

teaching POS conceptually, but doing so is not

action would be the right thing for the organization

enough. The enablers and tools related to POS are

and both the internal and external people that are

helpful, but if a person doesn’t understand the core

connected to the organization. Many times the

underlying principles that are necessary for success, 

person admits it would be, but they still feel uneasy

and buy into those principles, the enablers and tools

about taking the action. When it is pointed out that

will not work. Our experience is that someone who

taking the action would be positively deviant they

believes deeply in what they are trying to accomplish

begin to experience why positive deviance can be so

will use a bad tool more successfully than a person

difficult and why, in order to take the risk necessary

who is using a great tool but doesn’t buy into the

to move forward, one must believe deeply in the

underlying philosophy. For this reason, part of intro-

change required and the outcomes it will deliver. 

ducing POS is helping people to have experiences

This is when the participants see the value of

that emotionally connect them to the deeper

deeper personal reflection about values, purpose

meaning of the concepts. 

statements, and personal strengths. Some people
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get so much personal clarity that they are willing to

introducing POS was Wayne Baker’s work on

take more risk when they get back to the organiza-

Positive Energizers (2003). Baker showed that, in

tion and stay the path even in the midst of feeling

mapping out different forms of social networks in

pressure to revert back to their expected behavior. 

organizations, it could be determined who the key

When people begin to understand this concep-

people were that held those networks together (these

tually and emotionally they are more likely to spend

people were the nodes of the network). Two of the

the required energy to create specific action plans. 

key networks tied to better performance were the

It is important that people have specific actions they

center of information network and the center of

have written out and shared verbally with others. 

energy network. The research discovered that

They also need to know that there will be a time

energy network nodes were four times as likely to

when they will get back together to share what they

influence high performance as nodes of information

have done around their actions and to hold each

and other networks in the organization. To intro-

other accountable. 

duce this concept, one of our colleagues had the

group do an exercise that helped determine some

Phase II—Selecting the Early Adopters

of the key energizers in the top 100 of their com-

During phase I we have often seen some very

pany. Six of the highest energizers were chosen to be

good successes. People we’ve worked with have

part of the change team that would help implement

had powerful experiences and have been willing

core principles and tools and spread learning

to create very specific action plans. These indivi-

throughout the organization. 

duals have often come back together to follow up

Some of the things we would look for in these

on the actions, review concepts learned and prac-

early adopters, based on our experience, is a person

ticed, as well as learn new concepts. During many

who is:

of these sessions it becomes clear which individuals

• Clear on, and acts from, strengths and values

have taken their actions seriously and have begun

• Humble, yet confident and able to push

to see success in the implementation of the philo-

forward when others may push back

sophies and tools learned from the workshop. 

• Seeking the positive meaning in everything

These people have a great deal of energy around

that happens

trying to create a positive culture and quickly

• Willing to seek feedback (even if unpleasant)

become the people we try to focus on to learn

and is constantly trying to improve

more about what it will take to be successful at

• Considering the good of all parties affected by

creating a positive culture. 

their decisions

Others who participate in the workshop may

• Holding themselves and others accountable to

continue to try and take some actions related to

high levels of performance

what they learned, but they are not likely to be the

• Is proactive in finding new ways of doing

positively deviant folks who plow the groundwork

things to enhance the business

for new behaviors, approaches, and practices in the

• Valuing the different approaches and thought

organization. The early adopters, or those who are

patterns of others and seeks to integrate those

showing great energy and are living the concepts

differences

from the workshop, become the focus by receiving

more resources that will help them begin to experi-

Phase III—Creating Pockets of Success in the

ment further with POS concepts and principles. 

Organization

Because these early adopters will be helping to

Now that early adopters have been selected, the

explore new ways of doing things in the organization

next step is to brainstorm ideas for how they can try

we often target employees who have enough people

to implement these concepts more fully in their part

reporting to them that, if successful, they can show

of the business. They will then select a few key areas

clear business impact that will influence other

to work on and meet with their teams to create

leaders in the organization. 

action plans for how they will go about imple-

One organization we worked with took a slightly

menting these plans. Examples of things they

different approach to selecting their early adopters. 

might work on include the following:

They wanted a core change team who could help

the managers that showed a great desire to imple-

• How might they come to understand all their

ment POS in their part of the organization. One of

employee’s strengths and values and reorganize

the concepts they learned during the sessions

accordingly? How might they hire differently? 
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• How could more of the meetings and

having this data will be important during the final

interactions in their part of the business create

phase of the process. 

positive emotions while dealing with difficult issues? 

To better understand what we mean, we can

• How can they create further clarity around the

explore some work we have been doing with a large

vision and connect people both logically and

university health system. All inpatient nurse man-

emotionally to the vision? How can they then help

agers took a course that introduced POS. Each nurse

all the managers come up with ways to connect

manager and a subset of the staff that report to them

people emotionally on a regular basis to what they

went through a one-day intervention in which a few

are doing? 

core POS concepts were introduced and action plans

• How can they develop the capabilities in each

were made for the unit. After following up with the

manager to take an abundance approach to all that

units it became clear which of the nurse managers

they do? 

really had energy for POS and wanted to align their

• Based on POS concepts, how would they

personal approach and unit culture with what they

measure differently? Reward differently? Design the

learned. Because of their energy we have been doing

office space differently? Communicate differently? 

extra work with a few of them to experiment with

Manage clients differently? 

more significant actions in their units. 

One specific nurse manager decided to work on a

Once the action plans are made, the teams need

wide range (based on ease of implementation) of

to determine if any extra resources are needed. 

actions. For example, she has decided with her lea-

Ideally, these leaders would be experimenting with

dership team that every meeting they are part of in

new ways of doing things that would lead to better

the unit will start with a short exercise that will create

results without extra (or maybe even with less)

enhanced positive meaning, emotions, and relation-

resources than were used in the past. However, 

ships. That may be done by having everyone pick a

there may be times when more resources are

few other people in the meeting and come up with a

needed to help the effort move forward, believing

specific example of something they have seen each of

that there will be a longer term return as the positive

them do well and then share the example with each

culture is created and new behaviors are formed that

individual. They could also create a short video of a

will bring a positively deviant level of return. 

positive patient experience that would touch those in

Because these groups are trying new ways of

the meeting or simply show a clip from the internet

doing things they will begin to learn what is

that makes people laugh or feel other positive emo-

working and what is not. They will then be able

tions. They want to see how doing so will spread to

to make adjustments to their plans and increase

other interactions over time if they are consistent. 

the likelihood of creating success. It will be impor-

One other example of an action they are taking is to

tant for the groups to consciously pay attention

have every staff member undertake the Reflected

and make space for discussing what they are doing

BestSelf exercise. Doing so will help each person

and what they are learning. They will need to be

feel valued, but more importantly the leadership

able to explain what caused any successes they are

team will then try to adjust the distribution of

having so they are prepared to share with the other

work based on each employee’s strengths. For

early adopters. 

example, someone who is very good at putting a

Part of determining success is creating measure-

family at ease and having the difficult conversation

ments that will help determine progress. Sometimes, 

about a loved one, may have less patients they are

early in the phases, it will be important to create a

responsible for so that they can be pulled away to

baseline measurement around positive practices in

help others on the unit who struggle to share the

the organization. After a common understanding is

information while making the family feel cared for. 

created, early adopters selected, and action plans

The nurses who struggle with those conversations

start to get implemented, it is time to measure the

will have different strengths that can be utilized in

organization again to see what groups have improved

other ways. As the leadership team implements these

in what positive practices and to compare against

and several other actions they will quickly start to

organizational performance during both the baseline

learn what is working and what is not, and will be

measure and the second round of measurement. 

able to share what they have learned with other nurse

As mentioned earlier, Kim Cameron has shown

managers and their senior teams who are eager to do

that it is possible to statistically connect positive

more with POS and are trying their own actions. 

practices with certain performance measures, and

Because all of the units took the Positive Practices
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assessment before the unit interventions, a second

and will inevitably chase away some people who just

round of the assessment is now being administered

don’t buy into the philosophy. Managers who are on

to see what the impact has been. The assessment will

the fence will hopefully come along for the journey

be administered again after some of the units finish

because of the success that has already been repli-

experimenting with the kinds of actions described

cated by the early adopters, and they see and experi-

above. 

ence the benefits of a positive culture. 

One important thing to remember is that there

Phase IV—Sharing Across Boundaries

will be many parts of the culture and the practices of

After enough time has passed for the early adop-

the organization that already fit the philosophy. This

ters to move forward their action plans in a signifi-

is not about blowing everything up and starting over, 

cant way these group of leaders need to be brought

but building on the great things that already exist in

back together to share what has been learned. Each

the organization. It’s creating the culture of building

early adopter can remind the group what their action

on success and always trying to improve so that the

plans were, what’s working, what’s not, and what

organization can attain a higher level. 

adjustments they have made. Of the different action

During this final phase, groups across the orga-

plans, the focus moves toward those most successful

nization will need to continue to meet and share

in creating positive meaning, emotions. and rela-

what is working and what is not. Anything that is a

tionships in a way that is consistent and has helped

change or new to the organization means the orga-

lead toward higher levels of performance. If the

nization very possibly has never done it before. That

success can be described well enough that the other

means it is okay to make mistakes as long as they are

early adopters can successfully implement the

communicated, learned from, and adjusted in order

learning in the coming year the organization will

to help create success. The new behavior patterns of

have something replicable enough to start to spread

employees will need to be measured, and all must be

throughout the rest of the organization. 

held accountable until it becomes part of the culture. 

During this phase the early adopters can begin to

In closing, we believe it is the potential of creating

share targeted successes with others in the organiza-

positively deviant results that will get some people to

tion to get them more interested in what they are

start down this journey of implementing positive

doing, specifically, any bottom line results that have

psychology and POS into their organizations. It is

stemmed from the efforts of the early adopters. By

then necessary to help people throughout an organi-

only having a certain number of people as part of the

zation begin to explore and understand the deeper

early adopter group, others often want to be part of

principles related to creating a positive culture that

the movement simply because up to this point they

develop and reinforce positive emotions, meaning, 

have not been a part of it. This is creating a pull

and connections on a regular basis. As people are

strategy of change instead of push strategy, which is

asked to clarify what they believe and learn about the

driven top down. Success will only increase the

enablers that lead to the development of a positive

interest and the management population will be

environment, they can begin to test them out in

more prepared for phase V. 

their part of the organization. It will quickly

become clear who believes strongly and has experi-

Phase V—Adjust Across Boundaries

ences to enhance that belief. With extra resources

Now that the early adopters have had successes

and help, those individuals can begin to experiment

and have helped each recreate the success, they are

more and more with the key enablers so that they

ready to help spread the new approaches to other

can begin to understand what works and what

managers throughout the organization. The early

doesn’t. New behavior that leads to higher levels of

adopters will need to meet with the appropriate

performance will begin to form over time and others

leaders to develop a plan for rolling out what has

in the organization will begin to pay attention. 

been learned throughout the rest of the organization. 

As success is understood and shared across bound-

This can be done in a number of ways and is an

aries, momentum will increase. The organization

important final phase if one wants to change the

can begin to adjust the underlying systems, pro-

overall culture of the organization. 

cesses, and philosophies based on what has been

A key part of this phase will be adjusting all of the

learned to try to reinforce and strengthen the new

current systems, processes, measures, and philoso-

set of behaviors and beliefs in the organization. It is

phies of the organization to support what was

at that point that the organization may begin to

learned by the early adopters. This shift is significant

accomplish extraordinary results and do so in a way
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that helps their employees to increase their strengths, implementing a POS culture. Ours is a slower

become more resilient and make possible healing

process than many would like, especially CEOs

and restoration by going to work each day. If you

and leaders of organizations. This leads us to ask if

find yourself doubting, then you are already creating

there might be quicker and better ways to do this

the reality that you will stay in the norm so we

work. If the premise of emotional change must be at

challenge you to think about what is possible and

the heart of this work, then maybe it is simply a slow, 

find a way to make it happen. 

but dynamic process, we wonder? 

• Are there large-scale methods for implementing

Directions for Research

this work in complex organizations? As organizations

• One reason why humans focus on the negative is

become more complex through global expansion; 

because over time humans have had to pay attention

multi-level functions; differing methodologies for

to negative factors to protect themselves and to stay

communicating and conducting business (i.e., 

alive, thus as a species wanting to survive we have

internet, vertical and horizontal integration, etc.), 

learned over time to give it more attention than the

we believe there is a need to explore new ways and

positive which is more subtle. Given time, focusing

methods for implementing POS into the workplace. 

on the positive can have an affirmative impact, but

This could be very valuable research for the field and

often not as dramatic as not paying attention to the

for organizations. 

negative. How long does it take for people to retrain

themselves to focus at least as much on the positive

Implications for Practice

as the negative? Many of the people who

• Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) is the

continuously look for the positive tell us they have

dynamics in organizations that lead to the

to make a concentrated effort. Those who do not, 

development of human strength, foster resiliency

often say that positive people are just born that way. 

in

individuals, 

make

possible

healing

and

We can agree that some may have more natural

restoration, and cultivate extraordinary individual

tendencies which causes them to stay positive even

and organizational performance. 

in an environment that encourages the opposite. 

• Positive Deviance is a core element of POS

How long does it take a person who walks into a

when we have our initial conversations with leaders

positive culture to make it a habit for themselves is a

about this topic, and it is a basis for all that we do in

question that remains. 

this realm. It is truly stepping outside the norm or

• Will it stick? Having recently undertaken this

the culture of the organization in a positive

particular kind of work ourselves (within the past

direction. It is not easy, and the organization will

couple of years), we wonder if changes in perception

resist the change despite the positive nature of the

and behavior people make for themselves and

actions. 

especially on the job will stick. Most people have

• Another core of POS are the three interrelated

learned from a young age, and some researchers

mechanisms of positive meaning, positive emotions, 

argue that humans have learned consistently

and positive connections. Each of these is an entry

through evolution to give most attention to the

point, but each mechanism perpetuates the other

negative. This makes sense because if people do

two mechanisms. 

not pay attention to the negative they could get

• Key enabling forces and attributes are necessary

burned, electrocuted, hit by a car, fired, divorced, 

to trigger the positive emotions, meaning, and

or other things that cause physical, emotional and

connections, and the over-arching enabler is the

psychological pain. Missing the positive does not

Abundance Approach. 

have as strong and/or sudden an impact. If this is

• Take time to think about and seek help from

true, then how difficult is it for people to relearn this

others in understanding what you really believe, 

behavior of focusing on problems or the negative

what your strengths are, and what your values are, 

versus starting from the positive? Once they learn

and spend time each day asking if you are being

some new behaviors, will it stick? Follow up and

congruent with your beliefs and actions. 

follow-through will need to be undertaken in these

• Make space to ask yourself whether you are

efforts to see what longitudinal impact POS has on

reacting or acting in any given situation. Those

individuals and organizations. 

who know themselves and are clear on what they

• Are there better and quicker ways to instill a POS

are trying to accomplish and who believe it will

culture into an organization? What we have laid out

benefit all involved will focus on what they can

in this chapter is simply our way of orienting and


control and change. 
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• If you manage a team, help them learn to share

Dutton, J. E., & Glynn, M. A. (2007). Positive organizational

with you what their successes are on a bi-weekly

scholarship. In C. Cooper and J. Barling (Eds.), Handbook of

basis. Be consistent and keep working with them

organizational behavior. London: Sage. 

Dutton, J. E., & Ragins, B. R. (Eds.). (2007). Exploring positive

so they know how to understand when they are

relationships at work: Building a theoretical and research foun-

successful and so they can learn to evaluate what

dation. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 

made them successful. Share back the success

Publishers. 

without names and/or provide development efforts

Fredrickson, B. L. (1998). What good are positive emotions? 

every couple of weeks in some form so that people

Review of General Psychology, 2, 300–319. 

Fredrickson, B. L., & Losada, M. F. (2005). Positive affect and

are constantly thinking about new and better ways of

the complex dynamics of human flourishing. American

doing things. Don’t focus on only what they need to

Psychologist, 6 (7), 678–686. 

fix, in addition help them learn to evaluate their own

Hess, E. D., & Cameron, K. S. (2006). Leading with values:

successes and to get ideas of what success might look

Positivity, virtue, and high performance. Cambridge, UK:

like from others who are doing what you are trying

Cambridge University Press. 

Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. (1997). The leadership challenge:

to get people to change. This done consistently and

How to keep getting extraordinary things done in organizations. 

over time will begin to reinforce a positive culture

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

that is always pushing everyone to find ways to

Maxwell, J. C. (1993). Developing the leader within you. Nashville, 

improve and doing so from an energy-enhancing

TN: Thomas Nelson. 

place. 

Pratt, M., & Ashforth, B. (2003). Fostering meaningfulness

in working and at work. In K. Cameron, J. Dutton, & 

R. Quinn (Eds.), Positive organizational scholarship:
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21 Look Before You Leap or Dive Right In? 

The Use of Moral Courage in Response to

Workplace Bullying

Susan Harrington and Charlotte Rayner

Abstract

Research has shown that despite the prevalence and high visibility of workplace bullying, and widespread organizational policy to counter it, the response to workplace bullying from HR professionals can frequently be inconsistent with bullying policy. Evidence from the ethical decision-making literature suggests that HR practitioners frequently feel under pressure when responding to dilemmas at work, often choosing to behave in a manner they consider to be less than ideal because of a sense of powerlessness, organizational pressures, and a fear for their own career. We suggest that recent developments in positive psychology on moral courage and strengths may help to explore HR professionals’ response to bullying and why their response may be less than ideal. 

Keywords: human resource management, workplace bullying, moral courage, ethical decision-making, employee abuse

It has been argued that when an organization faces

two seemingly incongruent and conflicting roles? 

dilemmas regarding the treatment of its employees, 

This chapter will explore this debate and the evi-

Human Resource Practitioners (HRPs) should be

dence that suggests that HRPs experience a range of

the conscience of the organization (Lowe, 1992). 

competing pressures when they are faced with ethical

But is that the case in practice? And should it be? 

dilemmas in their role at work. By focusing on the

This chapter will examine the research on how

significant issue of workplace bullying, and HRP’s

HRPs respond to ethical dilemmas at work and

response to such situations, the potential impact of

will focus specifically on the significant and costly

this conflict will be explored. And what of positive

issue of workplace bullying. Based on the findings

psychology? This chapter will go on to argue that, 

from this literature, we will explore whether recent

when viewed with a positive psychology lens, certain

advancements in positive psychology can help aca-

human strengths, such as courage, authenticity, resi-

demics and practitioners develop HRPs’ response to

lience, hope, and self-efficacy, help to operationalize

ethical dilemmas, such as organizational bullying. 

the concept of moral courage, which leads to more

Changes in the world of work, such as increased

ethical decision-making. We will review a model of

competition and globalization, have been matched

moral courage (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2007) and sug-

by significant developments in the philosophy

gest how this model may help us understand the

underpinning contemporary Human Resource

interaction of situational and personal factors influ-

Management (HRM). Models of HRM suggest

encing HRPs’ decisions in situations of bullying. 

that HRPs should be both a strategic business

partner, helping to drive the business goals of the

Organizational Bullying

organization, and an employee advocate, providing

What do we mean by workplace bullying, and

the conscience of the organization (e.g., Ulrich, 

why is it such a significant issue for organizations? 

1997). But is it possible for an HRP to fulfill these

The phenomenon has been conceptualized in many
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different ways, for example, bullying (e.g., Rayner & Organizational Context

Cooper, 1997), mobbing (e.g., Zapf, Knorz & 

Organizational cultures are changing, and key

Matthias, 1996), emotional abuse (Keashly, 1998), 

trends are having dramatic effects on the nature of

and harassment (Brodsky, 1976). It is now generally

the world of work, for example, globalization, 

accepted that the definition of bullying contains the

increased competition, the impact of information

following elements: the experience of one or more

technology, and the changing role of the manager

negative behavior(s) that is persistent, unwelcome, 

(Cascio, 1995; Hoel & Salin, 2003; see also Cascio, 

unwanted, or unsolicited, that violates a standard of

Chapter 2, this volume; Twenge & Campbell, 

conduct and is harmful to the target; intent or con-

Chapter 3, this volume). Cascio (1995) argues that

trollability of the action; a power imbalance

work itself is being redefined: jobs defined by spe-

between the target and perpetrator (Lutgen-

cific tasks are disappearing and the emphasis is now

Sandvik, Tracy, & Alberts, 2007; Rayner & 

on constantly changing roles, driven by growing

Keashly, 2005). Hence, Salin defines bullying as

customer demands. Sennett (1998) terms this ‘‘flex-

‘‘repeated and persistent negative acts towards one or

ible capitalism,’’ whereby jobs are becoming more

more individual(s), which involve a perceived power

transient and ‘‘long-term careers’’ within organiza-

imbalance and create a hostile work environment’’

tions are becoming a thing of the past, resulting in a

(2003, p. 214, emphasis in original). 

lack of stability for organizational cultures. He con-

In terms of its prevalence, the self-reported fig-

cludes that ‘‘the cultural ideal required in new insti-

ures of being bullied in the previous year vary

tutions thus damages many of the people who

greatly, for example 3.5% in Sweden (Leymann, 

inhabit them’’ (Sennett, 2006, p. 5). Hence, con-

1996), 8.6% in Norway (Einarsen & Skogstad, 

temporary organizations are now more aggressive, 

1996), 10.1% in Finland (Vartia, 1996), 28% in

competitive, and insecure. The importance of

the United States (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007), and

tenure and previous experience on an individual’s

10.5% in the UK (Hoel, Cooper, & Faragher, 

career potential has consequently reduced. The

2001). These differences are most likely attributable

ability to perform multiple roles, adjust to change, 

to the different definitions and measurement

adopt new technologies, while at the same time

methods used (see Salin [2001] for a discussion of

meeting ever increasing targets are more likely to

these issues). The behavior has significant impact at

be the currency of employment. 

the individual, team, and organizational level (see

Hoel, Cooper, & Rayner, 1999, for a review). 

The Organizational Context of Bullying

Organizationally, CIPD (2004) estimates that bul-

Kelly (2005) argues that these organizational

lying costs UK employers 80 million lost working

changes have resulted in increased control for man-

days annually and up to £2 billion in lost revenue

agers and a reduction in the power of employee voice

(via sickness/absence, turnover, reduced produc-

when bullying behaviors occur. Organizational

tivity, and formal and legal investigations). 

downsizing frequently increases internal competition

Reported exit rates are 25% for targets of bullying

and workload, creating higher pressure, anxiety, 

and 20% for witnesses (e.g., Rayner, 1997). 

powerlessness, and a lower threshold for aggressive

Reputation as a poor employer can increase costs in

behavior (Peyton, 2003). This can lead to a greater

replacing staff. Hence, workplace bullying remains a

risk of bullying as employees seek to improve their

significant individual and organizational issue in

own position at the expense of their colleagues (Salin, 

terms of its impact and cost. The behavior is

2003). Moreover, such changes result in managers

acknowledged as a complex and multi-causal phe-

adopting autocratic styles of management to meet

nomenon, influenced by the interaction between

increasingly aggressive targets (Simpson & Cohen, 

individual, situational, and organizational factors

2004). The discourse of managers becomes more

(Hoel & Salin, 2003). However, it remains both

dominant and, hence, their language of ‘‘strong man-

an under-reported and relatively under-analyzed

agement’’ gains dominance over that of ‘‘bullying.’’

phenomenon (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007). To

Within such organizational contexts, contemporary

increase the value of the research, Hoel and Beale

HRM may actually exacerbate this further. 

(2006) argue that workplace bullying needs to be

examined within the context of the labor process and

The Context of Contemporary Human

capitalist development, namely the changes in the

Resource Management

nature of work and organizations, to which we

Contemporary HRM emerged from the United

now turn. 

States in the 1980s (e.g., Beer, Spector, Lawrence, 
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Quinn Mills, & Walton, 1985) in response to orga-

2005). Despite this, Reilly and Williams (2006)

nizations seeking greater competitive advantage in

criticize Ulrich’s (1997) role of employee advocate

the increasingly aggressive economic climate (Guest, 

for placing HRPs in an impossible situation of

1987). HRM as a management ideology replaced

attempting to simultaneously champion employees

welfare-based personnel management. It emphasizes

while being part of the management team. They

the alignment of HRM practices with business

argue that one of HRM’s unique selling points

strategy and the effective deployment of people and

should be that it understands employees, what

skills to increase productivity, rather than empha-

causes them to join the organization, to stay with

sizing employees’ personal interests (Legge, 2005). 

it, to come to work and be productive. 

It is argued that this change has two significant

Therefore, it appears that the evolving HRM

implications for HRM: first, the requirement to

paradigm has an inherent conflict between being

develop strategic credibility within organizations; 

both strategic partner aligned to organizational

and, second, a requisite shift in the attitudes, beha-

goals and employee advocate. Such a conflict has

viors, and affiliations to fulfill the new role. HRM is

resulted in a criticism of the philosophy and compo-

now required to demonstrate value to organizations

nents of HRM for creating an environment in which

by providing greater accountability in terms of prof-

bullying can remain unchallenged, allowed to thrive, 

itability; to create value by understanding the eco-

or actually encouraged in an indirect way, thus

nomic factors driving the organization; and to deliver

becoming a source of bullying itself (Lewis & 

value by aligning HRM with strategic business goals

Rayner, 2003). Lewis and Rayner argue that changes

(Wright & Snell, 2005). 

in external organizational contexts, such as market

In an attempt to operationalize these three

pressures and the reduction of trade unions, have

requirements, numerous typologies of HRM have

resulted in changes to working practices that con-

been proposed, which suggest that HRPs should be

tribute to bullying, for example, increased manage-

adopting the seemingly incongruent roles of both

rial control and work intensification. Further, that

strategic partner and employee advocate (e.g., 

the nature of HRM results in HRPs being unable to

Ulrich, 1997; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). Within

deal openly and fairly with bullying because they feel

the UK, Ulrich has tended to dominate organiza-

obliged to protect the organization’s interests, in line

tional conceptualizations of HR roles and has been

with the management ideology of HRM. Van

influential in driving the restructuring of the orga-

Gramberg and Teicher (2006) argue that the resolu-

nization of HRM (CIPD, 2005). He argues that

tion of workplace disputes and the delivery of justice

HRPs engage in a set of roles defined by two axes:

require a neutral and impartial third person. They

strategy versus operations, and process versus people, 

argue that, because of the tensions inherent in HRM

with four roles emerging:

between being an employee champion and strategic

•

partner, an HRP cannot be a neutral mediator in

Strategic partner, for example, aligning HRM

such situations. 

and business strategy; organizational diagnosis; 

•

In support of this, research on the responses of

Administration

expert, 

for

example, 

re-

HRPs to bullying and the related behavior of sexual

engineering organizational processes; shared services; 

•

harassment has found that their responses remain

Employee champion, for example, listening

inconsistent with organizational policy and, instead, 

and responding to employees; providing resources

support the ‘‘management’’ ideology of organizations

to employees; 

•

(Collinson & Collinson, 1996; Ferris, 2004; Roth, 

Change

agent, 

for

example, 

managing

2007). For example, Collinson and Collinson found

transformation and change; ensuring capacity to

that HRPs did not acknowledge and label sexual

change. 

harassment appropriately, instead normalizing such

There has been much debate around such concep-

behavior as ‘‘the way of life’’ and a ‘‘rite of passage.’’

tualizations and typologies, and the particular chal-

Subsequently HRPs refused to investigate com-

lenge of HR positioning itself as a business partner

plaints, despite being victims themselves. They

(Lawler, 2005). Frequently, such roles are used as

blamed the victims, labeling them as poor profes-

labels with little understanding of what they stand

sionals or complaining feminists, thus reinforcing

for (Ashton & Lambert, 2005). However, in terms

the harassment and perpetuating the sense of power-

of the impact in the UK, the CIPD (2006) cites

lessness felt by the victims. Hence, it is argued that

evidence that the role of business partner is in the

the contemporary philosophy of HRM does not

ascendance with a 30% growth in 2004 (Beckett, 

appear to be balanced in action, and that the role
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of employee advocate appears to be rarely accessed in

bullying is an ethical issue, we are arguing that

these cases. 

each individual has the right to be treated with

This presents us the question of why might

respect and equity at work, and that employers

HRPs’ response to workplace dilemmas such as bul-

have a duty of care to protect the physical and

lying and sexual harassment be one characterized by

mental safety of their employees. Greenwood

denial? Why might they respond in a way that does

(2002, p. 266) describes this as an organization’s

not

support

the

individual

employee? 

affirmative obligation to its employees, that is, ‘‘the

Organizational rhetoric suggests that HRPs should

organization’s responsibility to take action to pro-

examine cases carefully, as stated in anti-bullying

mote the ‘good’ for employees.’’ Even if we were

and harassment policies. The outlined costs provide

forced to accept what she describes as the ‘‘moral

a strong justification for a monetary business case

minimum,’’ organizations would still be obliged to

which should align prompt and diligent investiga-

cause no harm to employees, and clearly bullying

tion with organizational aims, but the research evi-

would be outside of this moral minimum. 

dence shows such action may not be taken. Not

In this case academic debate does not appear to

dealing with such issues is in direct conflict with

match practical reality, and our current research

the suggestion that HRM should be the ethical

agenda seeks to progress this debate. As researchers

guardian or conscience of the organization (e.g., 

and academics it is possible to debate the nature of

Foote & Robinson, 1999), or the guardian of

HRM and gain consensus that people management

employee

well-being

(e.g., 

Renwick, 

2003; 

practices should be ethical; likewise, that bullying, 

Wright & Snell, 2005). These tensions therefore

and an ineffective response to such behavior, is

raise questions regarding the ethical decision-

unethical. The question is whether HRPs themselves

making of HRPs when resolving workplace

consider bullying to be an ethical issue, and whether

conflicts. 

ethical consideration informs their decisions. There

is evidence from the ethical decision-making litera-

Ethics Within HRM

ture that when unethical behavior becomes com-

Although ethics in HRM are now receiving more

monplace, for example, petty stealing from

attention

in

the

academic

literature

(e.g., 

organizations, its prevalence results in a lack of con-

Greenwood, 2002; Legge, 2005; Lowry, 2006; 

sensus on whether the behavior is ethical or

Payne & Wayland, 1999; Winstanley & Woodall, 

unethical (e.g., Greenberg, 1996). Given the preva-

2000a, 2000b), the lack of ethical scrutiny in HRM

lence of bullying, a similar inconsistency may exist. 

texts has been described as ‘‘a curiously underdeve-

For example, Ironside and Seifert (2003) suggest

loped area of analysis’’ (Mabey et al., 1998, p. 15). 

that bullying is now considered a basic part of man-

Winstanley, Woodall, and Heery (1996) argue that

agement practices, legitimized within the context of

the prevailing ‘‘common-sense’’ ethical framework

‘‘inexorable organizational demands’’ (Wornham, 

justifies HRM in terms of its utility or consequences

2003, p. 32). If this is the case, what individual

for the organization. Hence an ethical framework of

and organizational factors might influence the

utilitarianism has resulted, that is, the greatest good

ethical decision-making of HRPs when they are

for the greatest number of people, which they argue

presented with an organizational dilemma such as

is ‘‘a very weak principle for ethical action’’ (p. 9). 

bullying? 

Payne and Wayland (1999) argue that such a con-

sequentialist view of HRM inhibits the conscious-

Ethical Decision-Making in HRM

ness of HRPs to their potential ethical obligations to

Recent research has sought to examine whether

organizational members. Furthermore, Lewis and

HRPs perceive ethical dilemmas in their role, and

Rayner (2003) specifically question the ethics of

their subsequent ethical decision-making process

HRM’s alignment to management when employees

(e.g., Foote, 2001; Foote & Robinson, 1999; 

seek voice and support for bullying. They, and other

Lovell, 2002; Macklin, 2006; Shacklock, 2006), 

authors, argue that bullying is an ethical issue, and

although no published research has focused specifi-

should be dealt with within that context (e.g., Kelly, 

cally on bullying. The findings indicate that HRPs

2005; Wornham, 2003). Wornham goes on to argue

experience frequent and complex ethical dilemmas

that any organizational interventions for bullying

in their work (Foote & Robinson, 1999), and that

will be inadequate until the moral issues of the

they feel under sustained pressure, in increasingly

behavior are considered, such as equality, conflict, 

complex circumstances, to act in less than ideal ways

domination, and manipulation. By accepting that

(Foote, 2001; Macklin, 2006; Shacklock, 2006). 
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Frequently, they opt for a less than ideal ethical

it is right or good, that is, ‘‘whose positiveness is

decision, citing reasons such as feeling powerless to

really being served, and to what ends?’’ (p. 283). 

change things, a duty to do what the organization

Power within organizations is institutionalized

expects and a feeling that it is safer, career-wise, to be

and used in predominantly invisible ways, helping

complicit through denial of a problem (Shacklock, 

to create cultures devoid of humanism, and some

2006). Together, these reasons suggest that con-

HRM rhetorics, such as employee empowerment, 

flicting pressures require the compromise for an

are based on a management discourse and thus create

‘‘optimum’’ rather than ideal solution. Therefore, 

and obscure these power imbalances (Fineman, 

HRPs ethical decision-making appears to be moti-

2006; see Legge, 2005, for a similar analysis of

vated more by organizational and personal factors

HRM). 

These

challenges

are

mirrored

in

than by fairness or ethics. Hence, supporting the line

Greenwood’s (2002) recent ethical analysis of

manager and business change, and protecting one’s

HRM: she questions not only whether HRM is

own position, may be more important than sup-

ethical, but whether it can ever be. She defines

porting employee interests. 

HRM as ‘‘the effective management of people to

Moreover, these findings indicate that HRPs feel

achieve organizational goals,’’ and argues that the

unable to influence organizational ethics, which may

term ‘‘management’’ is disguising the word ‘‘use’’

reflect on earlier concerns regarding the status, cred-

(p. 261). It is this implied ‘‘use’’ of people that

ibility, and influence of HRM itself (Foote & 

raises the ethical implications: if HRM is justified

Robinson, 1999; Macklin, 2006). Although these

on the basis of maximizing positive outcomes for the

studies did not specifically look at the issue of bul-

organization, what is its role in deciding what a

lying, it is argued that the conflicts and pressures

positive outcome is, and for whom? We argue that

discussed by these participants are applicable in

the judgement on what constitutes ‘‘positive out-

understanding HRMs’ inconsistent response to bul-

comes’’ should be informed by organization-wide

lying. A sense of powerlessness, lack of credibility, 

values of fairness, equity, justice, and the rights of

and pressure to meet organizational requirements

the individual (i.e., real rather than rhetoric): that a

may result in decisions supporting ‘‘strong manage-

decision should not result in any outcome that the

ment as an accepted technique’’ rather than

decision maker would not accept as fair and just for

‘‘bullying as an unethical behavior.’’

themselves. 

We have found multiple pressures and factors

influencing an HRP’s ethical decision-making in

Seeking Positive from the Negative

the face of a dilemma at work. Can the concepts

So far we have not painted a very positive picture

and research from positive psychology help to

of modern organizations, HRM, or HRPs’ response

develop more effective ethical decision-making

to ethical dilemmas involving employees. In fact, 

within HRM and provide the employee-advocate

Fineman (2006, p. 274) argues that within the

balance? 

realities of contemporary organizations ‘‘moral

First we turn to challenge one of Fineman’s cri-

order is more plastic and unstable.’’ He argues that

tiques of positive psychology that is relevant to our

current organizational cultures of profit and compe-

focus on the negative behavior of bullying: the

tition are the constructed reality; more humanistic

separation thesis. He argues that this is fundamental

values have been rejected because they no longer

to positive psychology, that is, that positive psy-

provide meaning or achieve results in our modern

chology scholars uncouple positive emotions from

world of capitalism, transient jobs, and fragmented

negative emotions ‘‘so that positive feelings and out-

families and societies. But does that mean that

comes can be understood in their own right’’ (2006, 

focusing on the positive is fruitless? The rhetorics

p. 274). As Roberts (2006, p. 297) argued in her

of equity, fairness, justice, and empowerment

response to Fineman, ‘‘rather than draw the line

remain explicit in many organizations; the argument

between what is bad and what is good, the positive

in this chapter, and throughout this book, is that by

lens encourages scholars to explore what may be

focusing on the positive it may be possible to turn

positive about seemingly neutral or even negative

these rhetorics into a more honest and transparent

states, and how to transform conditions that are

reality—into a more consistent and stable moral

truly negative into those that are positive.’’

order. However, we agree with Fineman that there

We know that tackling bullying and harassment

are challenges in deciding what is ‘‘good’’ or ‘‘right,’’

can provide positives such as reduced organizational

who should be making these decisions, and for whom

costs, increased reputation, and adherence to stated

H A R R I N G T O N , R A Y N E R

269

policy, but clearly there are also negatives inhibiting others, regardless of threat to self, as a matter of

HRPs from advocating for employees and achieving

practice.’’ Similarly, Peterson and Seligman (2004, 

these positive outcomes. More specifically we will

p. 29) argue that moral courage is epitomized by acts

discuss how moral courage can be affected by the

in which an individual stands up for what they

negative feelings of fear, anxiety, and the self-

believe to be right despite opposition, or acts of

conscious emotions of shame and guilt (Sekerka & 

integrity despite obstacles or risk. Likewise, 

Bagozzi, 2007). An individual with self-awareness

Mahoney (1998, p. 189) defines it as ‘‘the capacity

and self-efficacy can manage and use these negative

to do what one judges is ethically called for in spite of

emotions to develop and exercise positive morally

one’s instinctive reaction to the perceived dangers

courageous behavior. As posited in Sekerka and

and difficulties in which such an action will result.’’

Bagozzi’s model of moral courage, we would argue

Common to these definitions is that the individual is

that when individuals reflect on anticipated and

able to act in a manner that they deem as right, good, 

actual negative emotions resulting from their

or ethical, even in the face of obstacles or risk to self. 

intended behavior in response to bullying they may

Risk can be perceived for a number of reasons, such

alter their behavior to avoid such negative affect, 

as the fear of criticism, ostracism, losing face, 

thus resulting in more positive behavior and

status or credibility, or job loss (Peterson & 

emotions. 

Seligman, 2004). 

Returning to Macklin’s (2006) study, we find

that it is not all negative. He found a small group

Components of Moral Courage

of HR participants who chose to act ethically, 

Several authors have attempted to define the

despite the negative consequences of doing so. He

components that comprise moral courage or ethical

suggests that HRPs differ in their level of moral

behavior, and there are some consistent similarities. 

autonomy, and that their ethical decision-making

These include: self-efficacy, bravery, resilience, 

is as much to do with the ethics of the individual

hope, optimism, integrity, kindness, altruism, and

HRP as it is to do with the organization. Their

compassion (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Hannah, 

ethical action appears to be contingent upon orga-

Sweeney, & Lester, 2007; Kanov et al., 2004; 

nizational and situational factors, the individual’s

May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 2003; Peterson & 

own ethical commitment and moral courage, and

Seligman, 2004; Pury & Kowalski, 2007; Sekerka & 

view of abstract norms such as justice, honesty, and

Bagozzi, 2007; Youssef & Luthans, 2005). More

respect. Macklin (2006) acknowledges that HRPs

specifically:

may be constrained by situational organizational

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief that

factors, but he argues that they have an important

they can achieve a specific action within a given

role and responsibility in determining moral human

context, based on their motivation and cognitive

resource management within the organization. 

resources (Bandura, 1977). Given that self-efficacy

He concludes that ‘‘HRM may not be a priori

is domain specific, Youssef and Luthans (2005)

morally good or bad’’ (p. 219) and cautions us

argue that individuals are capable of developing

against making general assumptions about the mor-

what they term ethical efficacy, especially when they

ality of HRM per se, in terms of whether it is a tool

are aware of the moral intensity and consequences of

for exploitation or a facilitator of empowerment. He

the situation. 

argues the morality of the management of human

Bravery, along with integrity and kindness, was

resources within an organization is in part dependent

found to be more characteristic of moral courage

on the influence of the individual HRP, contingent

than physical or psychological courage (Pury & 

upon organizational factors, and their individual

Kowalski, 2007); it is the bravery required to stand

moral courage. 

up for what an individual considers to be right, 

despite the fear associated with that action

Moral Courage

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 

So what do we mean by moral courage, and how

Resilience is linked to bravery: acting ethically

might it be a useful concept in understanding

may involve overcoming obstacles or criticism; 

how HRPs respond to bullying? It is here that we

there may be short-term negative consequences

now turn specifically to recent developments within

for the individual. Resilience enables individuals to

the discipline of positive psychology. Sekerka and

overcome these, to bounce back and maintain

Bagozzi (2007, p. 135) define moral courage as ‘‘the

their sense of hope, optimism, and self-efficacy

ability to use inner principles to do what is good for

(Youssef & Luthans, 2005). 
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Hope, with its components of agency and path-

behavioral reaction, based on developmental habits

ways, enables individuals to engage in goal-driven

and impulses. Self-regulating individuals will be

behavior and to have the ability to see and consider

aware of this initial reaction, and will consider its

multiple ways of achieving their goal (Snyder et al., 

congruence with their personal values and standards, 

1991). In terms of ethical behavior, Youssef and

and thus may change their response in light of this

Luthans (2005, p. 7) argue that hope is the ‘‘will-

reflection. Moreover, individuals who frequently

ingness and ability to act ethically,’’ and can contri-

exercise moral self-regulation will gradually change

bute to an individual’s reducing their feeling of fear

their immediate instinctive reactions, further

associated with acting ethically. 

increasing the likelihood of future moral behavior. 

Optimism refers to a belief that the outcome of an

In effect, self-regulating individuals develop ‘‘moral

action will be successful and that positive outcomes

muscle’’ (Baumeister & Exline, 1999). 

and feelings will outweigh negative ones (Peterson & 

It is worthy of note that these human strengths

Seligman, 2004). Optimistic individuals are more

and characteristics identified as underpinning moral

likely to attribute positive outcomes to stable, 

courage show a striking similarity to those associated

internal causes. When such individuals behave ethi-

with positive organizational behavior (Youssef & 

cally and see that their behavior has made a differ-

Luthans, 2005), psychological capital (Luthans, 

ence to others, their hope and self-efficacy are likely

Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007), and authentic

to strengthen, which is turn is likely to increase

leadership (Avolio & Luthans, 2006). We agree

future ethical behavior (Youssef & Luthans, 2005). 

with Macklin (2006) that HRPs have a role and

Integrity refers to behaving in a manner that is

responsibility in determining moral human resource

congruent with the individual’s values; to behaviors

management within organizations and also argue

that publicly support an individual’s moral convic-

that HRPs need to demonstrate authentic leadership

tions, despite obstacles; and to behavior that shows

by modeling positive organizational behaviors. 

care and sensitivity toward the well-being of others

Underpinning such action will be moral courage in

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Hannah et al. (2007)

the face of the ethical dilemmas at hand, but the

argue that integrity is part of having a morally coura-

development of such strengths will have a holistic

geous mindset, and that when individuals behave

benefit for HRM, beyond being able to deal with

authentically, concordant with their values, it pro-

ethical dilemmas effectively. 

vides them with increased resiliency against threats

and obstacles to their moral behavior. 

The Process of Moral Courage

Kindness, altruism, and compassion are closely

Let’s take a moment to summarize. Against the

related and these strengths of humanity result in

backdrop of the changing world of work and organi-

individuals orientating themselves toward others and

zations, and the context of contemporary HRM, 

a belief that other people deserve care and respect in

research suggests that HRM’s response to workplace

themselves, without any utilitarian reasons—that is, 

bullying is frequently inconsistent with organizational

not as a means to an end (Peterson & Seligman, 

policy. We have argued that the drive for HRM to be

2004). Such strengths result in individuals’ being

strategically aligned and to deliver ‘‘value’’ in their role

concerned about the interests of other people, and

as business partner appears to be at odds with their

an ability to notice, feel, and respond to the pain of

role of employee advocate. We observe this conflict

others (Kanov et al., 2004). 

may result in a lack of impartiality required to deal

Furthermore, several authors have argued that

with situations of bullying. Further, the research on

morally courageous individuals also possess a high

how HRPs respond to ethical dilemmas in organiza-

level of self-awareness, that is, an awareness of what

tions finds them limited (possibly constrained) by

is important to them in terms of their beliefs and

feelings of powerlessness to change attitudes, an over-

values, and high self-regulation (May et al., 2003, 

riding need to meet organizational expectations

Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2007). In their model of moral

through supporting business requirements, their

courage, Sekerka and Bagozzi argue that individuals

own self-protection, and the status and credibility of

high on moral courage are likely to consider the

HRM within the organization. However, limited

impact of their decisions on other people and their

research suggests that individuals who are high on

organization. They suggest that self-regulation is an

moral courage may be able to overcome pressures

essential part of ethical decision-making. When pre-

and respond in an ethical manner to workplace

sented with a moral issue, the decision to act is

dilemmas. We suggest that such individuals may

initially determined by an automatic, unconscious

possess the strengths of self-efficacy, bravery, 
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Figure 21.1 Sekerka and Bagozzi’s model of the factors that influence movement to and from the desire and decision to act. Adapted from Sekerka, L. E., & Bagozzi, R. P. (2007). Moral courage in the workplace: Moving to and from the desire and decision to act. Business Ethics: A European Review. Ó 2007 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. Reproduced with permission. 

resilience, hope, optimism, integrity, and kindness, 

• Anticipated emotions, both positive and

and may be high on self-awareness and self-regula-

negative, are those an individual might expect to

tion. However we must also examine the dynamics at

feel, based on the memory of previous similar

play to see how these personal factors might integrate

experiences. 

If

previous

morally

courageous

with the situational pressures and result in active

behavior is associated with positive emotions, then

moral courage and ethical behavior. 

it is more likely to occur in the future. For an HRP

Sekerka and Bagozzi’s (2007) model of moral

dealing with bullying, anticipated emotions may

courage attempts to incorporate and integrate per-

increase or decrease the likelihood of moral

sonal and situational factors to explain how indivi-

courage. For example, if s/he chose an ethical

duals decide whether or not to act in a morally

stance in a previous bullying situation with a ‘‘good

courageous manner. Our aim is to summarize their

result,’’ s/he may have felt pleasure with this

model, and suggest how it may be applied to HRPs

outcome and the anticipated positive emotions may

in situations of bullying. We would refer the inter-

increase the likelihood of moral courage in the

ested reader to their original article for a full descrip-

current situation. However, if previous moral

tion of the model; however, in brief, they present a

courage resulted in negative states such as blame

path model of moral courage, within which personal

and ostracism by management, the anticipated

choice is central in affecting the outcome. 

negative emotions would decrease the likelihood of

The model suggests that when individuals are

morally courageous behavior. 

presented with an ethical dilemma they will experi-

• Self-efficacy and outcome expectancies refer to

ence immediate emotional and cognitive reactions

the individual’s beliefs that they can actually

that give rise to a desire to act. This first stage of the

influence the situation and produce an outcome

model is deterministic, because the initial desire to act

that makes a difference. The stronger this belief is, 

is influenced by a range of personal factors, such as

the more likely they will be morally courageous. 

self-efficacy and anticipated emotions, which are ‘‘in

Hence, an HRP who has a strong sense of

turn, dependent upon social forces such as organiza-

self-efficacy may be more inclined to choose a

tional directives, social norms, perceived rewards or

morally courageous action than an HRP whose

punishments, social pressure, and other situational

self-efficacy is low. It is here that the feelings of

and contextual factors’’ (p. 133). Figure 21.1 depicts

powerlessness reported by HRPs may reduce their

Sekerka and Bagozzi’s model and shows the interac-

self-efficacy because they feel less able to control

tion of these factors, described below. 

events and achieve a positive outcome. 
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• Subjective norms refer to the need an

become central. Sekerka and Bagozzi’s (2007) model

individual feels for approval from their significant

provides three pathways from the desire to act to the

referents, their motivation to comply with them, 

act itself. First, the desire to act may directly lead to

and whether such needs for approval and

the decision to act, with no form of self-regulation. 

compliance

encourage

or

suppress

morally

Morally courageous behavior may occur if deter-

courageous

behavior. 

An

HRP’s

significant

mined by the initial emotional and cognitive reac-

referents are likely to be other HRPs and the

tions. Second, there is an automatic self-regulation

managers they support. Hence, the HRP is likely

process, based on established behavioral orientations

to respond in a way that s/he believes their

and the individual’s values and traits, including the

referents will expect them to act. In an

predisposition to act ethically or unethically. This

organization where HRM is strategically aligned, 

predisposition will act on the initial desire to act with

the expectation may be for the HRP to support the

moral courage—weakening or strengthening it. 

achievements

of

targets

through

autocratic

Third, there is a process of conscious self-regulation, 

management over that of employee well-being—

where the individual reflects on this decision to act, 

hence reducing the likelihood of moral courage. If, 

and Sekerka and Bagozzi argue that this path may be

however, the accepted way of handling bullying is

central to an individual’s ability to respond to, and

based on fairness and justice, these subjective

alter, their emotional and motivational states asso-

norms are likely to encourage moral courage. 

ciated with the initial desire to act, and, hence, 

Group norms refer to the congruence between the

choose a decision to act that is (more) morally

individual’s values and goals and those of the

courageous. 

groups to which they identify, and whether these

It is this conscious self-regulatory path of their

group norms support moral courage. If both the

model that emphasizes free will and personal choice; 

HRP and the organization espouse values such as

the final act itself is not determined by the initial

justice, integrity, and respect, then moral courage

emotional and cognitive response but via conscious

will be supported. If, however, the organizational

and self-controlled choices. The individual evaluates

values are in stark contrast to those of the HRP, it

whether the initial desire to act is congruent with

may

discourage

a

morally

courageous

act, 

their social identity and values: in essence, is the

depending on other factors, such as the HRPs

desire to act congruent with the type of person

self-efficacy and their fear for their own position. 

they believe themselves to be, or want to be? It is at

• Affect toward the means considers whether the

this point that morally courageous individuals will

actual actions required to behave morally are

consider whether their desire to act would be bene-

perceived as enjoyable or unpleasant, and hence

ficial to the well-being of other people and their

which emotions arise when these actions are

organization, whether it ‘‘will contribute to personal

considered. For example, if the ethical action for a

and organizational flourishing’’ (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 

bullying situation requires the HRP to investigate

2007, p. 133). They argue that the reflections and

the behavior of a high-performing senior manager, 

choices of this conscious self-regulatory step are

the consideration of these actions may result in

influenced by two processes: first, the individual’s

negative emotions (e.g., fear, anxiety) that will

socialized self-conscious emotions (e.g., pride, 

discourage moral courage, especially if that action

empathy, guilt, and shame) that are activated by

is taken within a culture that fails to challenge such a

the desire to act, based on previous experiences, 

management style. Sekerka and Bagozzi (2007)

and second, how the individual copes with these

argue that the affect an individual feels in respect

emotions. For example, if an HRP’s initial desire to

to the actions required to attain the goal (the ethical

act was one of moral courage, for example, to inves-

behavior), will depend on their level of self-

tigate the bullying fairly and transparently, and con-

efficacy—so if an individual feels they are able to

templating this decision results in the feeling of

reach a fair outcome to the bullying situation, despite

pride, the decision to act morally will be strength-

the unpleasant actions required, then moral courage

ened. If, however, the HRP’s initial desire to act was

is more likely. 

one of ‘‘burying their head in the sand’’ because of a

sense of powerlessness due to the manager’s seniority

Taken together, these four factors will result in an

and organizational expectations, the self-conscious

automatic reaction—a desire to act—along a con-

emotion may be one of shame. Because shame is

tinuum of morally courageous behavior. This is the

both painful and threatening to the self (Tangney, 

point at which self-regulation and personal choice

Miller, Flicker & Barlow, 1996), the HRP may then

H A R R I N G T O N , R A Y N E R

273

re-evaluate their initial desire to act and choose to act

• Is there an association between the strengths

with moral courage to avoid the pain of feeling

identified as underpinning moral courage (e.g., self-

shame and the threat to their self-identity. The

efficacy, bravery, resilience, hope, optimism, 

important point to note here is that Sekerka and

integrity, kindness, altruism, and compassion) and

Bagozzi stress the importance of both positive and

the positive outcome of bullying incidents? If it can

negative emotions in this self-regulation and the

be demonstrated that HRPs high in such strengths

choice to behave with moral courage. We have

are more likely to achieve a fair and honest outcome, 

found the scenario of the bullied employee ideal

then the development of such strengths should be

for exploring this chain of events in our ongoing

examined in a research context. 

research examining the response of HRPs and

• In light of the conflict inherent in models of

bystanders. 

HRM that argue for both employee advocate and

The second process within this self-regulatory

strategic partner, further research on ethical

process is that of social identity. Here, an indivi-

decision-making in HRM should specifically focus

dual’s membership and affiliation to a range of

on the issue of bullying in order to examine the

groups can encourage the application of group rele-

organizational and individual pressures HRPs may

vant values and standards to the initial desire to act. 

experience when responding to bullying and how

As an individual increases their identity to a group, 

they manage them. 

those values and standards can take precedence over

those of the individual. Thus, an HRP who feels

Implications for Practice

strong allegiance to their HR team will be affected by

• May et al. (2003) discuss how training can

its norms in their moral courage. Hence, if HR is

develop the moral capacity, moral courage, and

operationally aligned to the management team, sup-

moral resiliency of leaders, and we would argue

porting them unconditionally, social identity with

that such training would be of equal benefit to

such a group may diminish moral courage. We

HRPs, especially the notion of separating the

would also suggest that any arguments above may

positive from the negative, as no doubt there is

be balanced by the HRP’s reflection on the level of

negative in these situations. The implication for

credibility and status that their HR team is accorded

practice is whether current HRM training is

in the organization. Increasing such credibility and

effective in helping HRPs to consider the values, 

status is likely to be high on their agenda. 

attitudes, and behaviors involved in organizational

Sekerka and Bagozzi’s (2007) model has been

issues such as bullying beyond the consideration of

helpful in the examination of how the emotional

organizational policy and employment law. Should

and cognitive factors of the individual, and the

such training be expanded to incorporate the

social and situational pressures exerted upon them, 

training of ethical decision-making for HRPs? 

may interact in determining whether the HRP acts

Would other methods of development such as

with moral courage when faced with a situation of

mentoring and coaching be more effective than a

bullying. The application of this model to explore

conventional training context? 

HRPs’ response to organizational bullying is cur-

• To what extent is organizational policy and

rently speculative, but we would like to close by

procedure on workplace bullying (and the guidance

suggesting some directions for future research and

provided by professional organizations) adequate for

implications for practice:

the stakeholders concerned? If the development of

procedures on bullying is motivated by employee

Directions for Future Research

and organizational well-being, is there a qualitative

• In terms of the role of anticipated emotions, it

difference in the content and experience of those

would be possible to systematically examine HRPs’

using them as contrasted to the more defensive

previous experiences of handling workplace bullying

‘‘controlling

behavior’’

motive? 

Should

such

and their current attitudes toward the behavior. 

procedures be broadened to provide greater

If there is an association between past negative

support and guidance on a range of informal and

experience

and

future

reaction

to

bullying

formal options open to HRPs, supporters, managers, 

behavior, it may be possible to develop training for

and employees? 

HRPs that allows them to reframe their experience

• A final issue is that of HRM roles. Do the

and develop more effective methods for dealing with

current drives for business partner roles and the

bullying. A review of past cases is likely to benefit

alignment of HRM practice with business strategy

from a blend of emotional and cognitive approaches. 

prevent HRPs from dealing with bullying in an
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impartial and neutral manner? Are these conflicts so

Guest, D. E. (1987). Human resource management and

great that HR needs to relinquish the ‘‘moral

industrial relations. Journal of Management Studies, 24

guardian’’ role? If so, who might pick up this

(5), 503–521. 

Hannah, S. T., Sweeney, P. J., & Lester, P. B. (2007). Toward a

independent role capable of impartiality? 

courageous mindset: The subjective act and experience of

courage. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 2 (2), 129–135. 
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22 AnIntegratedModelofPsychological Capital

in the Workplace

Carolyn M. Youssef and Fred Luthans

Abstract

Taking positive psychology to the workplace, a core construct of psychological capital or PsyCap (consisting of efficacy, hope, optimism, and resiliency) has recently received considerable attention. After summarizing this literature, the chapter is mainly devoted to presenting an integrated model of PsyCap to meet the challenges of further development. Specifically, this new model (1) recognizes negative as well as positive constructs, (2) incorporates traits as well as states, (3) uses multiple levels of analysis, and (4) is aimed at a broad range of work-related outcomes. The chapter concludes with several specific directions for future research and effective application. 

Keywords: positive organizational behavior, psychological capital, multilevel psychological capital, workplace positive psychology

All positive psychologists would agree that the con-

application of positivity in the workplace (e.g., see

structs and processes they address are not new, that

Fineman, 2006). Although a recent analysis from the

they did not discover them. For example, positive

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology found

psychologist Barb Frederickson acknowledges and

94 percent of the articles dealt with negative issues

credits her recent work on positive emotions draws

(e.g., aggression, burnout, discrimination, down-

from the established positive affect literature by Nico

sizing, harassment, interpersonal conflict, stress, 

Frijda, Alice Isen, and Carroll Izard over the last

and turnover, see Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007), 

three decades. Furthermore, the positive psychology

there is no question that many currently well-estab-

movement does not deny the importance of the

lished organizational behavior theories, constructs, 

negative, but in the words of positive psychologist

and practices are positively oriented. Examples

Chris Peterson (2006, p. 4), ‘‘Its signature premise is

include not only job satisfaction, organizational

more nuanced but nonetheless important: What is

commitment, and organizational citizenship beha-

good about life is as genuine as what is bad and

viors, but also most theories and approaches in dom-

therefore deserves equal attention from psycholo-

inating topics such as motivation, leadership, and

gists.’’ This call for a more balanced approach is

organizational justice and social responsibility. 

also the cornerstone for the application to the work-

However, as we go on to show next, the intent of

place, which is termed positive organizational beha-

positive organizational behavior is, through carefully

vior (Luthans, 2002a, 2002b; Nelson & Cooper, 

defined criteria of inclusion, to bring relatively

2007; Wright, 2003). 

unique constructs and perspectives from positive

Perhaps more than in just the field of psychology, 

psychology to the workplace. In particular, the

the case could be made that over the years relatively

intent of this chapter is first to provide the summary

more attention has been given to the study and

background of the recently recognized and
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researched core construct of positive psychological

action needed to successfully execute a specific task

capital and then to present a new integrated theore-

within a given context’’ (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998b, 

tical model for its study and application to the

p. 66). Hope is defined as ‘‘a positive motivational state

workplace. 

that is based on an interactively derived sense of

successful (1) agency (goal-directed energy) and (2)

Background on Positive Psychological

pathways (planning to meet goals)’’ (Snyder, Irving, & 

Capital (PsyCap)

Anderson, 1991, p. 287). Optimism is both a posi-

Psychological capital or simply PsyCap is a core

tivity-oriented future expectation that can be devel-

positive construct that takes positive psychology into

oped (Carver & Scheier, 2002), and an attributional

the workplace. This core construct consists of theory-

style that interprets positive events through personal, 

and research-based positive psychological capacities

permanent, and pervasive causes, and negative events

that can be measured, developed, and managed for

through external, temporary, and situation-specific

performance improvement at both the individual and

ones (Peterson & Steen, 2002; Seligman, 1998). 

organizational levels (Luthans, 2002a, 2002b). The

Resiliency is ‘‘the capacity to rebound or bounce back

inclusion criteria of theory, research, and measure-

from adversity, conflict, failure, or even positive

ment separates PsyCap from the popular positively-

events, 

progress, 

and

increased

responsibility’’

oriented personal development literature (e.g., the

(Luthans, 2002a, p. 702). 

power of positive thinking or habits of highly effective

Importantly, these four capacities that best meet

people). The criterion of being open to development

the inclusion criteria for PsyCap have been demon-

(i.e., state-like) separates PsyCap from most of the

strated both conceptually (Luthans et al., 2004; 

traditional positively-oriented organizational behavior

Luthans & Youssef, 2004; Luthans, Youssef, & 

constructs (e.g., personality traits, core self-evalua-

Avolio, 2007) and empirically (Luthans, Avolio, 

tions, motives, and leadership characteristics), that

Avey, & Norman, 2007) to represent a second-

are considered to be more trait-like. Even the criteria

order core construct. This core construct of

of being state-like and having performance impact

PsyCap draws from both within and across each of

separate PsyCap from most positive psychology con-

the four constituent positive psychological resource

structs (e.g., character strengths, virtues, and values). 

capacities of efficacy, hope, optimism, and resi-

To date, the positive psychological capacities that

liency. The underlying common threads that link

have been determined to best meet the inclusion

the four capacities into PsyCap as a higher-order

criteria for PsyCap are efficacy, optimism, hope, and

construct reside in a combination of the positive

resiliency (Luthans, Luthans, & Luthans, 2004; 

perceptions, 

attributions, 

interpretations, 

and

Luthans & Youssef, 2004; Luthans, Youssef, & 

appraisals of one’s experiences; the availability of

Avolio, 2007). Specifically, we have defined PsyCap

physical and personal resources; and the resultant

as ‘‘an individual’s positive psychological state of

actual and perceived probability of success based on

development that is characterized by: (1) having con-

personal choices, vested effort, and perseverance

fidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the neces-

(Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). This

sary effort to succeed at challenging tasks; (2) making

conceptualization is also consistent with other mul-

a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding

tiple-component psychological resource theories. 

now and in the future; (3) persevering toward goals

Like PsyCap, they are characterized by having syner-

and, when necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope)

gies and interactive mechanisms between and within

in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems

various positive psychological resource capacities, 

and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even

creating higher-order resource caravans or core con-

beyond (resiliency) to attain success’’ (Luthans, 

structs (see Hobfoll, 2002, for a comprehensive

Youssef, & Avolio, 2007, p. 3). 

review). 

Similar to other psychological constructs, there are

Empirical findings also support the convergent and

a number of definitions in the positive psychology

discriminant validity of the four psychological capaci-

literature for each of the four psychological capacities

ties (e.g., see Bryant & Cvengros, 2004; Carifio & 

that make up PsyCap. The background for each is

Rhodes, 2002; Luthans, Avolio et al., 2007; Magaletta

given extensive treatment in our book (Luthans, 

& Oliver, 1999; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). This

Youssef, & Avolio, 2007), but for the purposes of

research provides support for the conceptualization of

this chapter, self-efficacy is defined as ‘‘one’s conviction

PsyCap as a core construct, as opposed to the four

(or confidence) about his or her abilities to mobilize

psychological capacities being completely distinct (if

the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of

convergent validity were low), or being multiple
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measures of a single construct (if discriminant validity short training interventions have been designed (see

were low). Also, other research results support that

Luthans, Avey, Avolio, Norman, & Combs, 2006). 

overall PsyCap is a better predictor of performance, 

Recent initial research has found these interventions to

satisfaction, and absenteeism than the individual capa-

increase managers’ and employees’ PsyCap levels, both

cities that make it up (Avey, Patera, & West, 2006; 

when administered face-to-face (Luthans, Avey et al., 

Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007; Luthans, Avolio, 

2006) and online (Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008). In

Walumbwa, & Li, 2005). PsyCap has also been

addition, there is increasing support for the external

found to relate to organizational commitment

validity of PsyCap across cultures (Luthans, Avey, 

(Larson & Luthans, 2006) and intentions to stay

Clapp-Smith, & Li, 2008; Luthans, Avolio, et al., 

with the organization (Luthans & Jensen, 2005), 

2005; Luthans & Ibrayeva, 2006; Luthans, Van

and to mediate the relationship between supportive

Wyk, & Walumbwa, 2004; Luthans, Zhu, & 

organizational climate and employee performance

Avolio, 2006; Youssef & Luthans, 2006). 

(Luthans, Norman, Avolio, & Avey, 2008). 

Authentic leadership development (ALD) is

Another distinguishing feature is that PsyCap is

another development in the emerging PsyCap litera-

portrayed as going beyond economic, human, and

ture. Avolio & Luthans (2006, p. 2) define ALD as

social capital, to include a specific focus on psycholo-

‘‘The process that draws upon a leader’s life course, 

gical capital (e.g., see Luthans et al., 2004; Luthans & 

psychological capital, moral perspective, and a highly

Youssef, 2004). Given the seeming declining power of

developed supporting organizational climate to pro-

traditional economic capital to create sustainable com-

duce greater self-awareness and self-regulated positive

petitive advantage, the increased availability of human

behaviors, which in turn foster continuous, positive

capital (i.e., those with high levels of education and

self-development resulting in veritable, sustained per-

training), and the volatility of social capital in a busi-

formance.’’ In other words, authentic leaders develop

ness era of declining loyalty and organizational com-

when synergies between planned and unplanned

mitment, PsyCap may offer a unique source of capital

trigger events in the leader’s life experiences, as well

for today’s organizations to develop human-based core

as the leaders’ stable personality traits and positive

competences. In other words, PsyCap can add value to

psychological states, are capitalized upon in a suppor-

what people and organizations already have (e.g., 

tive organizational context. As leaders develop

financial capital), what they know (human capital), 

authentic self-concepts, they in turn engage in beha-

and who they know (social capital). Recognition and

viors that build their associates’ positive psychological

development of PsyCap may lead to better self-aware-

capacities (i.e., PsyCap is both an input and an out-

ness of employees and their leaders, and more impor-

come of ALD, see Luthans & Avolio, 2003). These

tant, what they can become in the future (the possible

leaders’ authenticity is also conducive to self-regulated

self, see Avolio & Luthans, 2006; Luthans & Avolio, 

behaviors toward more transparency and higher ethical

2003). Initial empirical research supports the value

standards (see Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & 

added by PsyCap beyond human and social capital

Walumbwa, 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; May, 

in relation to work attitudes such as job satisfaction

Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 2003). Recently, the

and organizational commitment (Larson & Luthans, 

Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ) has been

2006). Again, in line with psychological resource

developed and tested. The measure has been shown to

theories, future research may uncover potential syner-

be a valid and reliable measure of authentic leadership

gies and interactions among economic, human, social

as a multi-dimensional construct, and has been sup-

and psychological capital. 

ported across three cultures (Walumbwa, Avolio, 

Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008). 

Recent Developments in PsyCap

Besides meeting the theory-building and research

Challenges Facing PsyCap Theory, Research, 

criteria for PsyCap, attention is also being given to the

and Application

development and testing of a measure of PsyCap. The

At this stage, some challenges are emerging in the

result is the Psychological Capital Questionnaire

application of positive psychology to the workplace. 

(PCQ), a valid and reliable 24-item measure that is

First, despite the positive approach and focus gaining

specific to the workplace and based on established

momentum in recent years, some questions being

measures of the four constituent psychological capaci-

asked involve the underlying assumptions. Examples

ties (see Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007; Luthans, 

include the advocacy of inherent human benevolence, 

Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). In addition to the measure, 

the search for a universal definition or set of criteria for

to meet the ‘‘state-like,’’ open to development criterion, 

what constitutes ‘‘the good life,’’ the partiality against
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negative but potentially important constructs, and the Being state-like, PsyCap would be closer to the

need for contextualization to cross-cultural variations

middle of the state-trait continuum, exhibiting more

in what is considered positive or virtuous (e.g., see

similarities to being a state in terms of being malleable

Ben-Ze’ev, 2000; Fineman, 2006; Judge & Ilies, 

and open to change and development. By the same

2004; Roberts, 2006; Sandage & Hill, 2001). 

token, PsyCap would still tend to exhibit more stabi-

Particularly relevant in addressing such concerns is

lity than a ‘‘pure’’ state, making it possible for organi-

Peterson and Chang’s (2002) position that related

zations to realize a substantial return on investment in

positive and negative constructs may not be extreme

its development and management over a reasonable

ends of a single continuum. Rather they are comple-

period of time (e.g., one recent utility analysis indi-

tely different continuums, each with its own antece-

cated a 270% return on PsyCap development with

dents, covariates, and outcomes. Indeed, empirical

engineering managers in a high tech firm, see

results to date suggest a significant but moderate

Luthans, Avey, et al., 2006). Although the positive

negative relationship, for example, between organiza-

psychology literature treats capacities such as hope

tional citizenship behavior and negative deviance (Lee

and optimism as both states and traits, when recog-

& Allen, 2002). In any event, a broader approach to

nizing trait-like characteristics such as trait hope

the study and application of PsyCap would include a

(Snyder, Harris, et al., 1991), trait optimism

wide range of both positive and negative variables. 

(Scheier & Carver, 1987), or core self-evaluations

Besides the basic underlying assumptions, 

(Judge & Bono, 2001), they would be considered

another important challenge facing PsyCap is the

closer to the trait end of the continuum. However, 

need for further analysis and understanding of the

they would still be more malleable than ‘‘pure’’ traits, 

degree of stability (i.e., the construct of time). For

but more stable than ‘‘pure’’ states and state-like capa-

example, despite its diversified nature, positive

cities (Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007; Luthans & 

psychology tends to emphasize constructs that are

Youssef, 2007). 

trait-like in nature. These constructs tend to be

This stability analysis for positioning PsyCap is

stable over time, and are mostly developed over

related to recent organizational behavior research

one’s lifespan or through traumatic, life-changing

that has recently directed attention to understanding

experiences (e.g., for comprehensive reviews of

the construct of time and its contribution to a variety

various positive psychological traits, see Aspinwall

of variables and relationships, as well as the under-

& Staudinger, 2003; Carr, 2004; Compton, 2005; 

lying research paradigms (e.g., see Ancona, 

Giacalone, Jurkiewicz, & Dunn, 2005; Keyes & 

Goodman, Lawrence, & Tushman, 2001; Ancona, 

Haidt, 2003; Linley & Joseph, 2004; Lopez & 

Okhuysen, & Perlow, 2001; Mitchell & James, 

Snyder, 2003; Peterson, 2006; Peterson & 

2001). Specifically, Wright (1997, 2007) makes

Seligman, 2004; Snyder & Lopez, 2002; also see

the case for a six-month demarcation between traits

www.positivepsychology.org

for

a

continually

and trait-like characteristics, versus states and state-

updated website on this body of knowledge). 

like capacities. Empirically, traits are characterized

On the other hand, a key criterion for PsyCap is

by near-perfect test-retest correlations, while state-

its state-like nature. In other words, central to

like capacities tend to exhibit significant, yet lower

PsyCap is that it is open to development and man-

test-retest correlations (Conley, 1984). Our early

agement through relatively short interventions that

research on the stability of PsyCap indicated, after

can be effectively and practically used in work set-

disattenuating for internal reliability, the corrected

tings (e.g., see Luthans, Avey, et al., 2006; Luthans, 

test-retest statistics for trait-like personality and core

Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). The similarities, differ-

self-evaluations showed relatively higher stability

ences, and relationships between traits and states

than the state-like PsyCap measure and a positive

continue to be debated in the psychology and orga-

emotions measure (Luthans, Avolio et al., 2007). 

nizational behavior literature. This controversy is

There is no question that traits and states exhibit

also found with PsyCap. To address this challenge

complex relationships and interactions. However, stu-

we have recently proposed a continuum, rather than

dies that consider their joint contribution in relation to

an either-or distinction between traits and states. 

various workplace variables are limited to date, aside

On this continuum, ‘‘pure’’ traits, which tend to

from the common practice of including various traits

be genetically-determined or the so-called hard-wired

and trait-like characteristics as control variables. Noted

characteristics such as intelligence or talents, would

exceptions, however, highlight the intricacies of such

represent the opposite extreme to ‘‘pure’’ states such as

contributions. For example, Chen and colleagues

momentary moods, pleasures, or certain emotions. 

(2000) found states and state-like capacities (state
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anxiety, self-efficacy, goals) to mediate the relationship Roberts, 2006) and PsyCap in particular (Luthans

between traits and trait-like individual differences (cog-

& Youssef, 2007; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). We

nitive ability, general self-efficacy, goal orientation), 

propose that the criterion for PsyCap of performance

and learning performance. On the other hand, 

impact should incorporate contextual performance, 

George (1991) found positive mood (a momentary, 

as well as attitudinal and behavioral dimensions

affective state), but not positive affectivity (a more

(Chakravarthy, 1986; Dess & Robinson, 1984; 

stable trait), to be predictive of extra-role and in-role

Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006). 

prosocial behaviors, as well as sales performance. Ilies

and colleagues (2006) show that positive states have

A Proposed Integrated Model

more significant main effects on performance and

In a recent review article, we utilized a broad

other desirable work-related outcomes, while more

perspective of positive organizational behavior and

stable traits act as moderators of these relationships. A

positive organizational scholarship (Luthans & 

conceptual framework that integrates various types of

Youssef, 2007). We utilized a framework of positive

stability characteristics (i.e., traits, trait-like, state-like, 

traits and trait-like characteristics, positive states and

and states) may shed light on the nature of such

state-like capacities, positive organizations, and

relationships, and thus increase the potential for their

resultant positive behaviors, to review the workplace

effective selection, development and management in

positivity literature to date. Recent empirical find-

the workplace. 

ings also support such a broadened perspective with

Still another challenge involves levels of analysis. 

respect to work-related outcomes (Harrison et al., 

Both positive psychology and PsyCap primarily

2006; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). This previous

emphasize the individual level of analysis. On the

work served as a point of departure for our proposed

other hand, related areas such as positive organizational

integrative model shown in Figure 22.1. It repre-

scholarship (POS, Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 

sents a response to the four challenges raised above:

2003; Cameron & Caza, 2004) generally give rela-

(1) the recognition of negative constructs, as well as

tively greater weight to the group and organizational

the positive; (2) incorporation of traits, as well as

levels. Better understanding of positivity in the work-

states; (3) the use of multiple levels of analysis; and

place necessitates multi-level models that can account

(4) results represented by a broad range of work-

for each pertinent level of analysis, as well as the

related outcomes. 

upward and downward spirals that may exist across

As shown in Figure 22.1, the proposed model takes

those levels. Emerging research, at least at the concep-

into consideration several antecedents, including:

tual level, has begun to fill this void with respect to

(a) individual-level factors such as traits, trait-like char-

constructs such as organizational compassion (Kanov, 

acteristics, and life experiences; (b) organizational-level

Maitlis, Worline, Dutton, Frost, & Liltus, 2004), 

factors, such as organizational strategy, structure, 

virtuousness (Cameron, Bright, & Caza, 2004), 

culture, and change; and (c) the interactive mechan-

organizational resiliency (Youssef & Luthans, 2005), 

isms across the individual-organizational interface, 

collective efficacy (Bandura, 1997), and others. A more

including the person-organizational and person-job

comprehensive model that incorporates multiple

fit. Personality traits and trait-like characteristics have

constructs (positive and negative) at different levels of

been consistently shown to have significant relation-

analysis would facilitate the study of those constructs in

ships with work-related outcomes. For example, traits

context, as well as the potential interactions between

such as cognitive mental ability have been found to be

them. 

one of the strongest predictors of performance (Hunter

Finally, in light of the difficulties in accurately

& Hunter, 1984), and so have more trait-like person-

and objectively measuring employee performance, 

ality dimensions such as the ‘‘Big Five’’ (Barrick & 

and the inherent narrowness of depending on in-

Mount, 1991). Cognitive mental ability has also been

role performance as the sole indicator of organiza-

found to be negatively related to counterproductive

tional effectiveness, the call has been made for a

work behaviors (Dilchert, Ones, Davis, & Rostow, 

broader, more holistic approach to assessing various

2007). This necessitates that such individual level ante-

aspects of performance at different levels of the

cedent traits and trait-like capacities be considered for

organization (Luthans & Youssef, 2007; Youssef & 

their direct contribution to various workplace out-

Luthans, 2007). This challenge of measuring perfor-

comes. Moreover, various psychological traits such as

mance impact seems particularly relevant to posi-

hope and optimism, when treated and measured as

tivity research in general (Harter, Schmidt, & 

states (e.g., ‘‘how do you feel right now’’), have been

Hayes, 2002; Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003; 

found to provide a baseline for the development of
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Individual and Organizational Antecedents

Psychological Capacities and Vulnerabilities

 ∗Individual, e.g., personality traits and trait-like

 ∗Positive PsyCap, e.g., self-efficacy, hope, optimism, 

characteristics, life experiences

resiliency, other criteria-meeting states and state-like

 ∗Organizational, e.g., strategy, structure, culture, 

psychological resources

recent changes

 ∗Negative states and state-like vulnerabilities, e.g. 

 ∗Individual-organizational interface, e.g., PO/ PJ fit 

negative moods, stress, learned helplessness

Attitudinal Outcomes

Behavioral Intentions

Behavioral Outcomes

In-Role Performance

 ∗Positive, e.g., job satisfaction, 

 ∗Positive, e.g., moral

 ∗Positive, e.g., 

 ∗Positive, e.g., quantity

work happiness, organizational

intentions

organizational citizenship

and quality of output

commitment, engagement, trust

 ∗Negative, e.g., turnover

behaviors, ethical behaviors

 ∗Negative, e.g., missed

 ∗Negative, e.g., cynicism, 

intentions

 ∗Negative, e.g., counter-

deadlines, rejects, loss

complaints, dissatisfaction, 

productive behaviors, 

of customers

disengagement

absenteeism, turnover

Veritable, Sustainable Organizational Performance

 ∗Efficiency, e.g., return on investment, share prices

 ∗Effectiveness, e.g., long term growth, increased market share, innovation, social responsibility Figure 22.1 An integrated conceptual framework of positive psychological capital and workplace outcomes. 

PsyCap, creating potential causal relationships between

downsizing and cost management may not allow for

those traits and states. For example, Fleeson’s (2001)

as much investment in people, including the devel-

findings support de-contextualized and non-contin-

opment of their PsyCap. Aspects of the organization’s

gent traits as density distributions of more contextua-

structure, especially if too bureaucratic, may not allow

lized and contingent states, which helps explain

for individual initiative or the development of hope

within-person variations in trait-relevant everyday

pathways. An organization’s culture becomes critical

behaviors. Furthermore, interactions have also been

in the facilitation or hindrance of PsyCap develop-

found between traits and states in relation to various

ment (Luthans, Norman, et al., 2008). Frequent

work-related outcomes (Ilies et al., 2006). Such

change or uncertainty at the organizational level

mechanisms can be accounted for through a more

may result in perceived risk and increased mobiliza-

comprehensive conceptual framework such as the one

tion of adaptive mechanisms at the individual level. 

proposed in Figure 22.1. 

This has implications for employees’ resiliency that

In addition, authentic leadership introduced

depend on the organization’s capitalizing on those

earlier (Avolio & Luthans, 2006; Luthans & 

events as opportunities for developing their managers

Avolio, 2003) highlights the importance of life

and employees (Youssef & Luthans, 2005). In addi-

experiences as trigger events that can interact with

tion, the case has been made for positivity at the

various individual and organizational characteristics

organizational level to trickle down to lower levels, 

to facilitate the development of leaders’ authenticity

that is, having a contagion effect across organizational

and psychological capital. Indeed, life experiences, 

participants. However, the relationships and mechan-

even when traumatic, and combined with individual

isms are complex and far from linear, making it

characteristics and situational factors, have been

necessary to account for those potential cross-level

established as antecedents for the creation of the

mechanisms (Avolio & Luthans, 2006; Bandura, 

assets, risk factors, and adaptive mechanisms neces-

1997; Cameron et al., 2003, 2004; Gardner et al., 

sary for the development of resiliency (Coutu, 2002; 

2005; Kanov et al., 2004; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; 

Masten, 2001; Masten & Reed, 2002). 

Youssef & Luthans, 2005). 

In a broader model, several organizational-level

Another way of accounting for potential causal, 

antecedents can also be taken into consideration. 

reciprocal, or interactive mechanisms is at the indi-

They can be grouped under organizational strategy, 

vidual-organizational interface. The person-organi-

structure, culture, and change. For example, an orga-

zation (P-O) fit and person-job (P-J) fit literature

nizational strategy that emphasizes efficiency through

sheds light on the characteristics of that interface. 
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P-O fit refers to congruence in the relationship

(e.g., their knowledge, skills, and abilities); the

between individual and organizational goals, needs, 

proper management of the risk factors they face

supplies (capabilities, resources), values, norms, or

through building trust, offering job security mea-

behaviors (Chatman, 1989; Kristof, 1996). P-J fit

sures, and providing various types of insurance for

refers to the compatibility or match between a per-

life’s catastrophic events; and facilitating the devel-

son’s traits, needs, knowledge, skills, and abilities, 

opment of coping skills through proper work-life

and the requirements of the job (Caldwell & 

balance programs. 

O’Reilly, 1990). P-O and P-J fit have established

Hope can also be developed through goal-setting, 

relationships with desirable performance and attitu-

empowerment, contingency planning, and other

dinal outcomes (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; 

approaches that motivate proactivity, innovation, 

Harter

et

al., 

2002, 

2003; 

Kristof-Brown, 

and preparedness in managers and employees

Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005; Saks & Ashforth, 

(Youssef & Luthans, 2003). Optimism development

1997; Van Vianen, 2000). It is important to account

can be guided through leniency for the past, appre-

for the contribution of P-O and P-J fit to workplace

ciation for the present, and opportunity seeking for

outcomes, both directly as well as indirectly through

the future as an individual consciously engages in

contributing to or interacting with PsyCap, for

positive self-talk and self-fulfilling prophecies

example by providing a supportive organizational

(Schneider, 2001). This highlights the importance

climate (Luthans, Norman, et al., 2008). 

of one’s past experiences, as well as current advan-

It is in this organizational context that individuals, 

tages and future career opportunities perceived in

with their personal characteristics and experiences, are

the workplace, which can create positive future

expected to utilize, develop, and sometimes manage

expectancies. 

around a variety of their cognitive, affective, social, and

It is important at this point to highlight the nature

even higher-order states (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 

of PsyCap, and workplace positivity research in gen-

2007). For example, self-efficacy, which has been

eral, as an emerging classification system, rather than

demonstrated to be strongly correlated with perfor-

an exclusive, comprehensive taxonomy of one set of

mance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998a), has established

positive constructs versus another (Peterson & 

approaches for its development. These efficacy devel-

Seligman, 2004). For example, while self-efficacy, 

opment approaches include: (1) mastery experiences, 

hope, optimism, and resiliency have been supported

(2) vicarious learning/modeling, (3) social persuasion, 

as best meeting the PsyCap inclusion criteria of the-

and (4) physiological and psychological arousal

oretical soundness, measurement rigor, develop-

(Bandura, 1997). An organization that provides its

mental potential, and performance impact, other

employees with training opportunities to enhance

state-like positive psychological resources have also

task mastery; casts managers in roles where they are

been recently considered (see Chapters 6 and 7 of

able to mentor, coach, and act as role models and

Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). The cognitive

success stories for their employees; reinforces high

capacities of creativity and wisdom; the affective

performance with caring support, constructive feed-

capacities of subjective well-being, flow, and humor; 

back, and social recognition; and emphasizes physical

and the higher-order capacity of authenticity, have

and psychological well-being, would likely have more

been shown to meet most of the PsyCap inclusion

efficacious employees. 

criteria (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). On the

Similarly, resiliency is developed through:

other hand, the social capacities of gratitude, forgive-

(1) asset-focused strategies, which capitalize upon

ness, and emotional intelligence; and the higher-order

one’s strengths and abilities, and other positive char-

capacities of spirituality and courage, meet most, 

acteristics; (2) risk-focused strategies, which empha-

but not all the criteria (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 

size the prevention or management of risk factors in

2007). 

one’s environment; and (3) process-focused strate-


Critical to the understanding of PsyCap is also

gies, which focus on the development of coping and

the consideration of its role and contribution in

adaptive mechanisms that can enlist the correct asset

relation to various negative constructs. We pre-

combinations successfully to deal with various risk

viously discussed the potential fallacy of assuming a

factors and negative situations (Masten, 2001; 

single continuum for seemingly opposite positive

Masten & Reed, 2002). Each of these sets of strate-

and negative constructs (e.g., optimism and pessi-

gies represents opportunities for today’s organiza-

mism, Peterson & Chang, 2002; organizational citi-

tions and managers to build their employees’

zenship behavior and negative deviance, Lee & 

resiliency through the enhancement of their assets

Allen, 2002). Fredrickson’s (2001, 2003a, 2003b)
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broaden-and-build model of positive emotions is a

As shown in Figure 22.1, we classify work-related

case-in-point. According to this model, positive

outcomes into four categories: attitudinal outcomes, 

emotions contribute to various desirable outcomes

behavioral intentions, behavioral outcomes, and in-

through broadening thought-action repertoires, and

role performance. In line with the call for a broader, 

through building intellectual, physical, social, and

more holistic approach to positivity research

psychological resources that can both result in

(Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; Harter, 

further broadening, as well as act as buffers in

Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003; Luthans & Youssef, 

times of adversity. Furthermore, interpersonal, 

2007; Youssef & Luthans, 2007, Roberts, 2006), 

group, and organizational exchanges of positive

we incorporate these four sets to account for out-

emotions may exhibit upward spirals and contagion

comes that may have terminal or material value for

effects beyond the individual level. On the other

organizations, managers and employees. The result

hand, negative emotions trigger fight-or-flight

may be enhanced in-role performance, as well as

mechanisms, which may result in switching to a

others that may be perceived to be of instrumental

narrower, uncreative, or less resourceful mode that

value, but still have significant support for the rela-

may be perceived as a safer, tried-and-true set of

tionship to more objective and quantifiable perfor-

alternatives. Negative emotions can also consume

mance outcomes. In line with the extant literature to

previously-built resource repertoires. These related, 

date, we also recognize the likely direction of caus-

yet clearly distinct, underlying mechanisms for

ality among these four outcome sets, that is, from

positive and negative emotions suggest the need

attitudes to behavioral intentions to behavioral out-

to study and better understand them through an

comes to in-role performance (e.g., see Locke, 2000, 

integrative approach, rather than in isolation or

for comprehensive reviews of these variables and

through extrapolation of results by taking one set

their relationships). 

to another. 

A recent study that utilized meta-analysis and

The uniqueness of positive and negative con-

structural equation modeling supports both the inte-

structs may also help explain their separate contribu-

grative perspective in conceptualizing and measuring

tions to different outcome sets. In line with the

work outcomes (attitudes, positive and negative

approach taken by positive psychology, absence of

behaviors, and in-role performance), as well as the

negative outcomes may not translate into positive

causal direction (from attitudes to behaviors and

outcomes. For example, a hopeless employee may

performance, Harrison et al., 2006). Recent research

actively engage in devious behaviors such as theft or

re-examining the equivocal findings regarding the

sabotage. On the other hand, that same employee

happy-productive worker hypothesis also shows an

may become cynical and resort to just going through

interactive relationship between psychological well-

the motions on a daily basis at work, and thus be

being (conceptualized in the happiness literature as a

perceived as a ‘‘good’’ employee who follows orders

positive trait, a positive state, and an attitudinal

and never causes any trouble, or even be the ‘‘dream

outcome, see Wright, 2005 for a comprehensive

employee’’ for some managers. Yet, the opportunity

review) and job satisfaction in predicting perfor-

cost of maintaining this employee may be high in

mance (Wright, Cropanzano, & Bonett, 2007). 

terms of long-term unit and organizational effective-

Furthermore, recent studies support such an inter-

ness. A more hopeful employee may regularly chal-

active relationship in relation to behavioral out-

lenge the status quo, never take no for an answer, 

comes such as employee turnover (Wright & 

and creatively come up with ways to break through

Bonett, 2007). Although very complex , there is

obstacles and ‘‘make things happen,’’ all of which

some support for the intentions to behaviors rela-

may contribute, at least in the long run, to perfor-

tionship that can be found in the ethics literature

mance excellence. The example of the hopeless

showing that moral intentions usually precede

employee’s negativity may exhibit relationships to

ethical behavior (Jones, 1991, also see Trevino, 

work outcomes that would likely be represented on a

Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006, for a comprehensive

continuum of counterproductive behaviors (or

review and critique of this relationship and others). 

absence of such counterproductive behaviors). On

Similarly, there is considerable support that turnover

the other hand, the latter hopeful employee may

intentions are predictive of actual turnover

exhibit work outcomes that span several conti-

(Vandenberg & Nelson, 1999). 

nuums, including absence of counterproductive

Finally, we would like to emphasize two critical

behaviors, as well as a variety of favorable attitudinal, 

components of our proposed integrative model. First

in-role, and contextual outcomes. 

is an expanded definition of organizational-level
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outcomes, to include both short-term, efficiency-

cultural contexts would further enhance its external

oriented measures and long-term, effectiveness

validity. Moreover, as additional criteria-meeting

dimensions. While PsyCap does contribute to per-

psychological capacities are incorporated into

formance and other immediate outcomes, it is on

PsyCap, the instrument will need to account for

this latter more long-term effectiveness component

these added factors. In addition, challenges to the

that we propose PsyCap, and positive research in

conventional assumption that positive and negative

general, may have the greatest impact. This contri-

constructs are unidimentional may necessitate the

bution represents the often untapped potential for a

development of additional measures. These new

human-based competitive advantage that can lead to

measures would need to use scales that were

veritable sustainable performance. The second and

originally

designed

to

capture

a

seemingly

last component of the proposed model involves the

‘‘opposite’’ construct. 

feedback loops from organizational-level outcomes

• Although initial research supports the

back to individual and organizational characteristics

effectiveness of

short

PsyCap

developmental

and psychological capacities. We suggest that orga-

interventions (Luthans, Avey, et al., 2006, 2008), 

nizations that develop this human-based competi-

future research needs to develop these interventions

tive advantage may be able to sustain their

further. There is also the need to test their external

competitiveness and growth through better talent

validity across a wider range of organizational and

recruitment, selection, and placement; more effec-

cultural contexts. 

tive strategies and structures; unique organizational

• Perhaps most critical for future research is the

cultures; and systematic PsyCap development and

need to develop new methodologies for quantifying

management of their managers and employees. We

the return on investment (ROI) in the human factor

propose over time, such mechanisms may trigger

in general, and in PsyCap in particular (Luthans, 

upward spirals of excellence that would be unique

Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). Given the cut-throat

and distinctive to this organization and its members, 

competition, resource limitations, and increased

and thus be impossible to duplicate by competitors. 

financial accountability that exist in today’s

environment, investments in human, social, and

Directions for Research

psychological capital have to compete with other, 

• This chapter offers a proposed integrative

more easily quantifiable allocations for scarce

conceptual framework for the comprehensive study

resources. Yet, existing methodologies to justify

and understanding of positive psychological capital

investment in people-based competitive advantage

(PsyCap) in the workplace. As depicted in Figure

are sparse, outdated, and have been heavily criticized

22.1, this model incorporates: (1) multiple levels of

for their limitations (e.g., Latham & Whyte, 1994). 

analysis, (2) a balance between positive and negative

constructs, (3) a wide range of traits and states, and

Implications for Practice

(4) multiple outcomes. At this point in the theory-

• Positive psychological capital (PsyCap) may be

building of psychological capital and positive

an untapped potential for a unique, human-based

approaches in the workplace in general, future

competitive advantage that may lead to sustainable, 

research needs to expand the scope to include these

veritable

organizational

performance. 

Unlike

four dimensions in order to better understand the

financial, technological, or even generic human

unique contextual factors and complex relationships. 

capital (knowledge, skills and abilities), PsyCap’s

• Although to date PsyCap research has focused

uniqueness makes it very difficult for competitors

on the criteria-meeting psychological resources of

to

duplicate. 

It

is

becoming

evident

that

efficacy, hope, optimism, and resiliency, these four

organizations and managers can no longer afford to

are not intended to represent an exhaustive

ignore the human factor in general, and PsyCap in

taxonomy. Many other psychological capacities

particular, in their quest for long-term survival and

show varying degrees of fit to the PsyCap inclusion

excellence. It is also important for organizations and

criteria (Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 2007). They

managers to make accurate evaluations of their

represent opportunities for future research into the

employees, both in terms of positivity and

expansion of the PsyCap core construct. 

negativity, since both tend to be contagious

• The Psychological Capital Questionnaire

(Cameron et al., 2003). 

(PCQ) has been supported as a reliable and valid

• Rather than just emphasizing technical skills, 

measure of PsyCap (Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007). 

positive traits and trait-like characteristics should

Further validation of this across organizational and

also be incorporated into the criteria for selecting
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the best managers and employees. On the other

Bryant, F. B., & Cvengros, J. A. (2004). Distinguishing hope and

hand, PsyCap and other positive states and state-

optimism. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23, 

like capacities can be developed in existing managers

273–302. 

Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your

and

employees

through

relatively

short

strengths. New York: Free Press. 

interventions, and with a substantial return on

Caldwell, D. F., & O’Reilly, C. A. (1990). Measuring person-job

investment or what we call return on development, 

fit with a profile-comparison process. Journal of Applied

or ROD (Luthans, Avey, et al., 2006, 2008; 

Psychology, 75, 648–657. 

Cameron, K. S., & Caza, A. (2004). Contributions to the disci-

Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). 

•

pline of positive organizational scholarship. American

Finally, one of the most significant challenges in

Behavioral Scientist, 47, 731–739. 

advancing the body of knowledge on the effectiveness

Cameron, K. S., Bright, D., & Caza, A. (2004). Exploring the

of organizations in general, and human resources in

relationships between organizational virtuousness and perfor-

particular, is the absence of objective performance

mance. American Behavioral Scientist, 47, 766–790. 

measures. It is critical for managers who truly

Cameron, K., Dutton, J., & Quinn, R. (Eds.). (2003). Positive

organizational scholarship. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

believe that their employees are their most

Carifio, J., & Rhodes, L. (2002). Construct validities and the

important assets to find ways to justify resource

empirical relationships between optimism, hope, self-efficacy, 

allocations to human-oriented investments using

and locus of control. Work, 19, 125–136. 

quantifiable ROI or ROD measures that are

Carr, A. (2004). Positive psychology. New York: Brunner-

comparable to those used to justify other resource

Routledge. 

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. S. (2002). Optimism. In C. R. Snyder

allocations such as facilities or equipment. The

& S. J. Lopez (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychology (pp. 231–

starting point for this quantification process is to

243). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

have in place an objective, systematic approach to

Chakravarthy, B. S. (1986). Measuring strategic performance. 

measure both the inputs and outcomes of any given

Strategic Management Journal, 7, 437–458. 

human-oriented investment. Most often, decision

Chatman, J. A. (1989). Improving interactional organizational

research: a model of person-organization fit. Academy of

makers are well aware of the sizable inputs (e.g., 

Management Review, 14, 333–349. 

financial resources to pay training specialists, time

Chen, G., Gully, S. M., Whiteman, J. A., & Kilcullen, R. N. 

and lost productivity while employees receive

(2000). Examination of relationships among trait-like indivi-

training) but have no objective way to quantify the

dual differences, state-like individual differences, and learning

outcomes, which too often results in rejection of

performance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85, 835–847. 

Compton, W. C. (2005). Introduction to positive psychology. 

many wise investments in human resources for

Belmont, CA: Thompson Wadsworth. 

veritable, sustainable organizational performance. 

Conley, J. J. (1984). The hierarchy of consistency: A review and

model of longitudinal findings on adult individual differences

in intelligence, personality, and self-opinion. Personality and
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C H A P T E R

23 Building the Positive Workplace:

A Preliminary Report from the Field

Jocelyn S. Davis

Abstract

In this chapter, we will introduce and define the Positive Workplace; share why and how it was developed based on the field of positive psychology; discuss consideration of the language of positive psychology in business; describe making the case for positive psychology at work; describe the audiences for this program; discuss the self-assessments used; describe Facilitated Learning Opportunity (FLO), a facilitated learning opportunity (a teaching technique) designed to mirror the Positive Workplace; describe the program structure and content; and, share selected applications from both a graduate course in managing project teams and corporate work together with our preliminary observations and results. These selected applications include: Languaging the Values in Action (VIA) Strengths Inventory for Business; the Best Self-Introduction: VIA Strengths at Work; FLO: Mirroring the Positive Workplace in the program; Ideal Workplace case for individuals and teams. We will close with our thoughts on areas for future applications development and on the growing opportunities for practitioners and researchers to collaborate. 

Keywords: Positive Workplace, flourishing, thriving, Best Self-Introduction, business case, project management, optimism, strengths

We have come to view the Positive Workplace as one

growth and development professionally; to enjoy a

where individuals flourish and organizations thrive. 

supportive working environment: physically, intel-

As practitioners of positive psychology, over the last

lectually, emotionally, and socially. 

six years we have been working to make the Positive

For organizations, for-profit or non-profit, pri-

Workplace a reality for our clients. To do this, we

vate or public sector, large or small, local or global, 

have learned from the academic research on positive

thriving has come to mean being able to pursue and

psychology, and combined this with our own con-

attain strategic goals consistent with their identified

sulting experience, to produce a blended approach to

mission in a financially viable manner over the long

creating positive working environments that benefit

term. This thriving state increasingly depends on the

both the individuals who work there and the orga-

people within the organization as the field of com-

nizations who employ them. For individuals, flour-

petition shifts from primarily geography and

ishing has come to mean being able to be your best

resources, tangible and financial, to people resources

self; to know, understand, and be able to manage

and continuous innovation. 

yourself; to appreciate and contribute your unique

The Positive Workplace is not an individual’s

gifts and perspectives at work; to appreciate the

needs and desires around work supplanting those

unique contributions of colleagues; to find engage-

of the organization. Rather, the Positive Workplace

ment (Gallup, 2004), flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 

is on where the environment supports flourishing

1997, 2000, 2003), and challenge at work; to find

individuals and as a result the organization achieves

meaning and purpose (Seligman, 2002); to pursue

its strategic objectives. 
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We will report here on the development and

The term ‘‘Positive Workplace’’ resonated in our

implementation of an academic and a corporate

field tests with highly diverse business audiences at

program designed to persuade managers of the ben-

all organizational levels in the United States, Europe, 

efits of positive psychology at work, to present the

and Latin America. Furthermore, what we often

academic underpinnings of a Positive Workplace, 

heard was a deep desire and need for a more

and to establish with the participants the capability

human, more humane, workplace. By directly intro-

of developing their own applications of positive psy-

ducing positive psychology and the positive work-

chology at work. These programs depend in part on

place, each new audience was willing to consider the

a business case for the Positive Workplace which is

research and experiment with the applications in

not discussed in detail here. 

their workplaces. 

Initial Development of the Positive

Making the Case for Positive Psychology

Workplace

at Work

Our approach to this fieldwork has been as

In addition to the language issue, several ques-

business practitioners. Our goal is to initiate

tions needed to be addressed: How might positive

‘‘empirically informed’’ (Peterson, 2007) applica-

psychology enhance an organization’s ability to

tions of positive psychology in the workplace. We

deliver on strategy, profitably? How might the

were initially introduced to positive psychology in

Positive Workplace generate and sustain a work

a course called Authentic Happiness Coaching, 

environment where innovation will occur? How

AHC, (May 2003 through April 2005) with

might the Positive Workplace decrease disengage-

Martin E. P. Seligman and other researchers. As

ment; decrease employee turnover and absenteeism; 

AHC progressed, we became convinced that the

decrease theft and safety incidents; increase

science of positive psychology could be translated

employee well-being; and increase profits, sales, 

into workplace applications. We considered posi-

and

productivity? 

How

might

the

Positive

tive psychology theory and research for how it

Workplace support effective interpersonal interac-

might benefit the workplace: for individuals, for

tions in an increasingly virtual, diverse, global work-

teams, and for organizations. We researched appli-

place? How might the Positive Workplace generate

cations

developed

by

positive

psychology

and sustain competitive advantage including attrac-

researchers and adapted them for a business envir-

tion and retention of employees in a shrinking labor

onment. We also developed and tested new appli-

market? Early opportunities to address these ques-

cations based on working hypotheses derived from

tions emerged in guest lectures at the University of

research into positive psychology theory and our

Maryland, Clark School of Engineering, Project

business experience. 

Management Program. Engineers who, as a group

were stereotypically quantitative; generally uninter-

ested in, if not dismissive of, the qualitative realm of

The Language of Positive Psychology in

interpersonal interaction; thinking rather than

Business

feeling oriented, and focused firmly on attaining

One initial challenge was to determine how to

measurable business or project results made the

talk about positive psychology in the workplace. 

ideal audience for this material. Overall, they were

Could we really ask organizational leaders to invest

a skeptical and analytical audience for the business

in happiness for their employees? Would ‘‘positive’’

case, a perfect audience for making the case and

and ‘‘psychology’’ be words that confuse and con-

testing it. [The actual engineering audience, as

found organizational executives, effectively shutting

opposed to the stereotypical one, was quantitative, 

the door on further discussions? After all, they were

interested in the qualitative if it could be linked to

focused on bottom-line profitability on a quarter-to-

enhanced performance, were much more adept at

quarter basis. And if ‘‘positive psychology’’ wasn’t the

the feeling orientation than they or others would

appropriate term, what was? Ultimately, this discus-

have supposed, were skeptical, analytical, delightful, 

sion was overcome by events and effectively tabled as

and challenging partners in the continuing develop-

an active area of inquiry. We found that when

ment and improvement of the course.]

positive psychology was introduced with empirical

By framing our introduction of positive psy-

support as a way to enhance organizational perfor-

chology to workplace audiences in terms of standard

mance while benefiting the individuals within the

quantitative key performance indicators initial

organization, language was not an issue. 

acceptance by these audiences was attained. 
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The Business Case for the Positive

enhance competitive position and realized that opti-

Workplace

mizing productivity was essential. 

We understood the need to be able to make a

persuasive, bottom-line, performance-enhancing

Mirroring the Positive Workplace in the

argument for adding positive psychology theory

Program: Facilitated Learning Opportunity

and applications to the already overloaded, do-

For both the corporate and academic audiences, a

more-with-less, highly competitive global work-

learning approach which we called the Facilitated

place. Managers and executives, often overwhelmed

Learning Opportunity (FLO) was developed and

with the routine demands of day-to-day operations, 

tested in both academic and workplace settings. 

had little patience or time for what they saw as

FLO in the classroom mirrors the Positive

frivolous, feel-good, human resources initiatives. 

Workplace. It established the expectation that

We honed the business case initially through

learning was an active process, supported by the

presentations to undergraduate and graduate stu-

facilitator, and requiring active, strengths-based

dents at the University of Maryland and professional

participant involvement and personal decision-

project management audiences, beginning on a lim-

making. FLO in the classroom built on the partici-

ited basis in 2004 and 2005. It began with a review

pants as unique individuals with distinctive and

of the major themes in the global marketplace, such

valuable interests, strengths, experiences, and cap-

as the retirement of the Baby Boomer generation, 

abilities. The role of positive emotions for indivi-

increasing globalization of the workforce, increasing

duals (Fredrickson, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2004, 

use of virtual workplaces, increasing competition for

2005; Fredrickson, Mancuso, et al., 2000) and in

employees, and the changing contract between

the creation of high performance teams (Fredrickson

employees and employees. The business case relied

& Losada, 2005; Losada & Heaphy, 2004) was

on a combination of academic and corporate

acknowledged and incorporated through modeling

research. While not designed to be a comprehensive

into the FLO model. We established a classroom

review of the academic literature, the business

environment which focused on maintaining the

case quickly demonstrated the business value of

ratios for high performance teams (Fredrickson & 

positive psychology. 

Losada, 2005; Losada & Heaphy, 2004) (positive/

negative emotion ratio, the inquiry/advocacy ratio

Audiences for the Positive Workplace

and the other/self ratio) to establish and maintain the

As it turned out, the professional niche of project

learning environment. Participants had full permis-

management offered a unique incubator for experi-

sion to challenge and modify new ideas and applica-

menting with the Positive Workplace. The audi-

tions; for new ideas to be selectively studied, 

ences for the Positive Workplace program were of

discussed, and adopted; and for exploration of

two types: graduate engineering students seeking

options personalized for use by the individual parti-

advanced degrees in project management (these stu-

cipant. The newness of the material, the contribu-

dents were a combination of full-time graduate stu-

tions of the participants, and the contributions of the

dents and part-time graduate students) and very

facilitator to the learning were acknowledged. This

senior project managers from a global information

created a learning environment of mindful learning

technology firm. Field work was conducted in the

(Langer, 1987, 1997) where information and ideas

United States, Costa Rica, and Europe. 

were presented as possibilities, not absolutes. Each

The participants in both the academic and work-

participant was encouraged to experiment in their

place settings shared a strong performance focus. 

own workplaces. 

They were results-oriented by training and position, 

As Langer suggested (Langer, 1987, 1997)

strongly empirical in their approach, and tremen-

learning improved when information was provided

dously pressured to perform well in a competitive

conditionally since conditional statements facilitate

environment while doing more with less. The finan-

participants’ engagement with the material. Partici-

cial benefits of outsourcing, both near-shore and off-

pants were asked how they might use character

shore, had been substantially realized by our United

strengths on a project team rather than being told

States corporate audiences, creating a still more cost-

how they should/could/would use strengths. This

conscious environment. They were focused on the

language shift expanded the learning experience

real-time concerns of managing and sustaining an

from a narrow knowledge transfer to a considera-

increasingly diverse, global workforce. The corpo-

tion of the broader possibilities. Creating a learning

rate organizations were looking for a new way to

environment where there was no presumptive, 
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single ‘‘right’’ answer allowed participants to con-

were referred to during strengths-based management

sider personally and contextually how these positive

discussions later in the program. 

psychology concepts and applications might work

Participants completed the Optimism Test

for them in their own organization. We have found

(Peterson & Villanova, 1988) to understand their

that this model enriched the discussion by enticing

explanatory style. Explanatory style (Buchanan & 

everyone’s experience into the discussion and broa-

Seligman, 1995) was seen as important for project

dened consideration of possible uses beyond those

managers who work in a competitive and complex

initially offered by the facilitator. 

strategic environment where setbacks and changes

were a constant and schedule, scope, and budget

Selected Self-Assessments Used in the

were fixed. For many, actual results of this self-

Positive Workplace Program

assessment were inconsistent with expected results. 

Each participant completed three positive psy-

Some were surprised by their reported levels of pessi-

chology self-assessments: the VIA Inventory of

mism. Others were completely unaware of how their

Strengths (Seligman, 2002; Peterson & Seligman, 

high level of optimism differed from their peers and

2004), the Optimism Test (Peterson & Villanova, 

the population at large. This variance provided a

1988), and the Three Approaches to Happiness

teaching moment about listening carefully to our

(Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005). These were

self-talk. In addition, the theory of explanatory style

selected to provide a particular orientation to the

as well as learning to interpret their individual results, 

program, 

facilitating

self-reflection

before

to build optimism, and to listen for pessimism and

the event, re-positioning participants’ expectations

optimism in their project teams were addressed

for this program from x to y; and establishing a

during the program itself. Optimism was linked to

positive framework (rather than weakness identifica-

positive business and personal outcomes through the

tion) for self-analysis. In addition, the assessment

presentation of the business case. 

provided a common, affirmative language for dis-

The Three Approaches to Happiness assessment

cussing individual differences in the workplace; were

(Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005) was completed

used as a foundation for the discussion and exercises

to provide participants with a snapshot of how they

within the program itself; and, experientially intro-

were pursuing happiness through pleasure, engage-

duced positive psychology and the softer elements of

ment, and meaning (Seligman, 2002). Reflection on

management. 

their personal level of happiness or life satisfaction

Completion of these self-assessments required

set the stage for identifying and addressing ways to

sixty to ninety minutes. Nearly 90 percent of the

optimize their own level of happiness. For many

participants completed them before the program

participants, this personal reflection provided a

began and the remaining 10 percent completed

simple model for supporting their team members

them immediately after the first day of the program. 

to enhance happiness or life satisfaction on the job

(These assessments have been offered only in

and thereby job performance. The results of this self-

English so far.)

assessment were linked directly with discussions

The VIA Inventory of Strengths was selected

about motivation, positive emotions, rewards on

because character strengths and virtues, assessed by

project teams, meaning, flow, and Gallup’s engage-

this tool, (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) are consid-

ment assessment. 

ered fundamental to positive psychology. Since out-

In addition to the three PP self-assessments, par-

standing managers and leaders must first know and

ticipants completed the Myers Briggs Type

be able to manage and lead themselves, a strengths-

Indicator Form M, and received a Narrative Report

based self-reflection was seen as valuable in learning

for Organizations (see https://www.skillsone.com/

to know one’s self. In addition, the strengths focus

images/smp261146.pdf for sample report). This reframed the program from a traditional skills-commonly used self-assessment was familiar to

development corporate training or academic pro-

both audiences. It provided a descriptive, non-judg-

gram, to something profoundly different. Partici-

mental way to consider their individual preferences

pants’ expectations of the program/course shifted

in four areas: the two MBTI functions: how we

from a fix-your-skill-set/learn-new-skills program

gather data (Sensing and Intuition) and make deci-

to a be-your-best-self program. Participants used

sions (Thinking and Feeling); and the two MBTI

their identified strengths from the VIA as part of

attitudes: focus of energy (Extroversion and

their ‘‘positive introductions’’ (explained later in

Introversion) and orientation to the outside world

this chapter). Character strengths and virtues

(Judging and Perceiving) (Myers, McCaulley, 

292

B U I L D I N G T H E P O S I T I V E W O R K P L A C E

et al., 1998). As with the VIA Strengths, these

Even with the modest modification of telling the

personality preferences taken to either extreme, 

audience something interesting about themselves, 

excess or deficit, can be characterized as weaknesses, 

these were often tedious, highly forgettable intro-

paralleling the theory around character strengths and

ductions. Because

education, degree, 

college

virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 

attended, country of origin, and employer data all

Each of these self-assessments provided feedback

carry implicit messages about relative value and posi-

to participants about who they were at their best and

tion, these introductions informed, but didn’t sup-

under what circumstances they might flourish. See

port early group cohesion. They introduced an

the Ideal Workplace assignment below for a discus-

element of what-you-do competition while not illu-

sion of how these self-assessment results were incor-

minating who the individual really was. Depending

porated into a personal description and then a team

on the size of the group, the pace of the traditional

description of the ideal workplace in the university

introductions, and the time available in this parti-

program. 

cular event, we sometimes chose not to complete

In both academic and workplace programs, we

these

introductions

for

the

entire

group, 

compiled and shared group self-assessment results. 

Consequently we shifted to a new format, to the

(Individual results were shared only with the parti-

Best Self Introduction. Adapted from the Positive

cipants themselves.) The group results report facili-

Introduction introduced in Seligman’s Authentic

tated participants’ understanding themselves relative

Happiness Coaching (Seligman, 2003–2005) and

to others, a key insight for managers who harbored

the Reflected Best Self Exercise developed at

the delusion that everyone was just like them. This

Harvard

University

and

the

University

of

group report also was used in exercises designed to

Michigan, (Roberts, et al, 2006) participants in

help participants to consider what strengths the

both programs were asked to tell a story about

group had and ways to compensate for strengths

themselves at their best, a Best Self Introduction. 

needed but not present within the group. With

Best Self Introductions were introduced as fol-

these self-assessments and exercises conducted with

lows: We’d like to try something new here. Are you

the group, a realization of the complexity and

willing to try something new? Please take a few minutes

strength of human diversity began to emerge. 

to think of a story about you at your best. It can be any

In the fall of 2007, two additional self assess-

story about any time in your life that you feel comfor-

ments were added to the University of Maryland

table sharing with the whole group. The group was

course: the Psychological Capital Assessment

then given five minutes or so to think of a story

(Luthans et al., 2007a, 2007b) and a stress level

about themselves at their best. Some were visibly

assessment. The Psychological Capital Assessment

concerned; others puzzled. We reassured them that

was added to incorporate self-reflection beyond opti-

they had total discretion over which story to tell. 

mism to include self-efficacy, resilience, and hope. 

There were a few intrepid participants who volun-

The stress assessment was added to supplement the

teered to start the process of Best Self Introductions. 

theoretical presentation in a guest lecture by a neu-

If the participants seemed hesitant, the facilitator

ropsychologist about how stress impacts perfor-

told a personal Best Self Introduction and modeled

mance, what the course calls the human operating

the debriefing process. In all instances everyone par-

system – what individuals needed to physically and

ticipated eventually; a few, very reluctant partici-

emotionally perform at their best. Many participants

pants required warm support from the participants

were unaware that too much stress was unhealthy

and the facilitator to deliver their Best Self

and would result in degraded performance over the

Introduction. 

long term if not appropriately managed. 

The listening process was fundamental to the

success of these Best Self Introductions in the early

Best Self Introduction: VIA Strengths

stages of the program. The facilitator modeled active

Inventory at Work

listening by moving toward and squaring herself to

In both programs, we began with a traditional

the speaker. Eye contact and non-verbal feedback

business introduction: Hi! I’m George Wilson. I grad-

were consistent and encouraging. This active/con-

uated from the University of Texas at Austin in engi-

structive listening (Gable et al., 2004) process used

neering and I have been with XYZ Aircraft

here was then referenced later in the communica-

Manufacturer as a mechanical engineer for six years. 

tions module of both programs. While Gable’s

What you don’t know about me is that I like to skydive

research is in personal relationships, it was translated

in my spare time. 

to the business environment and had a powerful
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impact on the storytellers and those who were

Despite some initial discomfort for the partici-

listening. 

pants who were unaccustomed to sharing a personal, 

As the individual Best Self Introduction was

positive story in a work environment, the Best Self

presented, the facilitator led the group through all

Introduction application was well received in both

or part of the following dialogue. Not all of the

programs. It created a bond in the group that sup-

questions were asked for every introduction. 

ported a safe, intimate learning environment. 

Interestingly, participants chose to share some very

(To the student/participant, let’s call him Joe.) Joe, 

emotional, revealing stories about themselves at their

thank you for sharing your story of you at your best. 

best. For example, one told the story of the family

(To the group) What did you learn about Joe? 

decision to institutionalize a severely disabled child; 

(To the group) What strengths did you hear in

another told a story of saving a man’s life after being

Joe’s story? 

helpless in similar circumstances as a teenager; one

(As the group calls out the strengths, the facilitator

told a story of kindness and friendship to an elderly

acknowledged the strength identified using the language

blind black man who’d wandered into an unwel-

offered by the participant and then reframed the

coming white church in the deep South of the

language to begin to shift it to the specific VIA

United States. Even stories that initially appeared

Inventory of Strengths language.)

to have been chosen for their brevity and lack of

(Participant offers) That really took guts. 

self-disclosure illuminated the participant’s signature

(Facilitator) Yes, Joe really does have guts. One of his

strengths. For example, one student told a story of

strengths is courage and bravery. 

staying after work, off the clock at his restaurant job

(Participant offers) He really cares about others. 

to help the dishwasher complete the clean-up after a

(Facilitator) Yes, he does care about others. He has

particularly busy night: teamwork, loyalty, and gen-

the strength of love and be loved. How might that

erosity were evident even in that very short story. 

strength contribute at work? 

In the debrief process, participants typically made

(The process continues through the entire group.)

the connection that what others noted about them, 

To introduce key characteristics of signature

based on their introductions, were their signature

strengths from the VIA Inventory of Strengths

strengths identified by the VIA. Others realized that

(Peterson, Seligman, 2004) during the Best Self

the identified strengths were truly their core

Introductions, these other questions were incorporated

strengths though they seldom thought about them-

randomly throughout the group Best Self Introductions. 

selves that way. Others noted that they typically

How does it feel when you (the person making the

focused most on what they were not, losing focus

introduction) hear people call out your strengths? How

on what they were at their best. Active facilitation of

did you find the process of telling a story about yourself

these realizations was helpful in building under-

at your best? 

standing of the power of a strengths focus both

If it was difficult, why was that? 

personally and at work. 

How did you feel when you heard Joe’s story and his

Another benefit of the Best Self Introduction was

strengths identified in the class discussion? 

that it quickly establishes our common humanity

(The facilitator introduced and later reinforced key

through shared experiences which illuminate our signa-

ideas about these signature strengths: the real you, 

ture strengths. This can be particularly useful on global

energizing to use, inevitable to use, uplifting to

teams where ethnic, racial, religious, gender, and

observe, cross-culturally accepted, etc. (Seligman, 

nationality are often the first most observable data

2002). 

about individual participants. As an example, one inter-

How might you motivate Joe at work now that you

national student started his Best Self Introduction with a

know about his strengths? 

humorous note that he was from ‘‘the evil empire.’’He

What assignments might you think would be more

then related how he was able to enlist an international

appealing to Joe based on his strengths? 

airline into helping his aged, non-English speaking

Would you like to have Joe on your team knowing

father to transit from Iran through London’s

this about him? Why? 

Heathrow Airport on his way to his son’s wedding in

Would you like to work for Joe based on this

Washington, D.C. Everyone related to the values and

introduction? Why? 

strengths reflected in his introduction. Through this

What strengths, if any, were identified that might

short introduction, he began to transition from outsider

not contribute in the workplace? 

to full member of the group. 
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Corporate Positive Workplace Program

upbeat artwork and colors, private offices or at least

Structure

enclosed cubicles. (2) Autonomy from micro-

The corporate program consisted of three parts:

managing supervisors was essential for them to feel

(1) an hour one-on-one coaching session with each

competent, respected and valued in the workplace. 

participant conducted before the program upon

(3) Mentoring managers and supervisors were

completion of the self-assessments, (2) the program

desired to provide just-in-time support and guidance

itself, and (3) mastermind sessions held twice monthly

for continuing development on work assignments. 

for an hour where participants brought their best

(4) Flexibility in working hours coupled with clear

practices and current issues for analysis and discus-

responsibility for deliverables was desired to permit

sion by the group. The one-on-one coaching and the

active balancing of personal and professional respon-

mastermind sessions were conducted by telephone. 

sibilities. (5) Many of the engineers desired quiet

The program was conducted on site. 

space for focused, concentrated work, a condition

The one-on-one coaching sessions were used to estab-

that was missing in many cubicle farm workplaces. 

lish rapport between the program facilitator and the

(6) Short commutes in light traffic conditions were

participant, to answer individual questions about the

perceived as having a positive impact on overall stress

self-assessments, and to learn from the participants

levels. (7) A clear boundary between work and per-

what were their most important business issues and

sonal life was preferred with work hours averaging

opportunities. Consequently, the participants and

forty hours per week with only occasional project-

facilitator were better able to jointly establish a safe, 

oriented peaks. (8) On-site childcare, gymnasiums, 

friendly environment when the group met onsite

cafeterias, game rooms, and excellent health and

which supported the work of the program. Where

retirement benefits were considered of great impor-

budget or time constraints did not support a one-on-

tance. (9) Routine and non-challenging work was

one telephone call, an online survey was used to

considered by many to be boring and demoralizing; 

gather information on the participants’ objectives. 

at the same time, all participants recognized the need

In addition, participants could e-mail any questions

for

some

routine

assignments

and

varying

or concerns to the facilitator before the program. 

personal tolerance of the level of routine work. 

The program consisted of 22 to 24 contact hours

(10) Continuing education programs accessible at

over 3 to 5 days. While each program was tailored for

the discretion of the employee were reported fre-

the specific audience, we’ll discuss selected content

quently as a core requirement for supporting con-

of the programs next. 

tinued workplace challenge. (11) Special spaces

within the office to support parents of infants, daily

Ideal Workplace: Individual and Team

prayer observances, or quiet rooms were suggested. 

Assignments at the University of Maryland

This Ideal Workplace individual assignment

In the university program, students were asked to

became the foundation for the Team Ideal

write a description of their personal ideal workplace

Workplace assignment. Instructor-assigned teams

based on self-assessments, program content, outside

(selected for diversity in the broadest sense—ethni-

references, and their work experiences. For many, 

city, language, work experience, gender, race, 

this was the first time they had considered what their

country of origin, personality type, character

ideal workplace might be. 

strengths, optimism, etc.) were asked to select one

The purpose of this written case was to provide a

of three business scenarios as the basis for their

self-reflective time to consider who they are individu-

development of an ideal workplace. These scenarios

ally and under what circumstances, in what environ-

represented three different business situations: (1) an

ment, they might flourish. Some students concluded

innovation-oriented, start-up company on the brink

they needed to change employment. Others entered

of breakout growth; the company has competitive

into employment improvement initiatives to reframe

advantage and emerging competitors; (2) a work-out

their work. A few concluded they were in Positive

or recovery situation where a well-respected energy

Workplaces and understood what made that so. 

consulting company with global offices needed to

Results from this exercise over the course of four

reinvigorate itself in order to compete successfully in

semester-long offerings suggest several key elements

a mature market; and, (3) an emergency logistics

of the Ideal Workplace. (1) Physical space was of

company which provided contingency planning

paramount importance for many—windows, out-

and emergency recovery services for natural disasters

side spaces for walks, bright, airy interiors with

globally. The assignment required development of a
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team-level ideal workplace that met the needs of the

corporate machinery were cited as key factors con-

team members individually and as a group while

tributing to that disenchantment. 

meeting the strategic needs of the business itself. 

We were convinced that the times were ripe for

This case provided the students with the opportu-

introducing concepts of PP to the workplace, and

nity to negotiate, to appreciate and manage a variety

the response from corporate audiences in both aca-

of differences, and to understand the role of manage-

demic and workplace settings confirmed our

ment in providing a supportive, positive work envir-

conviction. 

onment while meeting the needs of the business. 

The business case for positive psychology in the

Each student provided lessons learned about the

workplace linked to empirical research and quanti-

team as a whole and their individual team members

tative key performance indicators was persuasive to

as part of the case submission. These evaluative

the audiences with whom we have engaged. 

comments about the individuals and the team itself

The newness of this material to our audiences

were available to the entire team as part of the final

necessitated a delivery based on exploration and

case submission. 

experimentation rather than didacticism. As a

The individual Ideal Workplace and team Ideal

result, these audiences were willing to undertake

Workplace assignments provided the students with

personal experiments in their workplaces. The diver-

an opportunity for active self-reflection in the context

sity of the corporate and academic audiences sup-

of a business environment. Four key learnings over

ports an initial conclusion that this material and

four semesters emerged. (1) Students reported that

related applications were not limited in their accept-

while they preferred homogeneous teams, the hetero-

ability or utility by the country or culture in which

geneous teams yielded better results based on their

they were introduced. It appears that the applica-

experience developing their team case. (2) Students

tions were desirable for a variety of workplaces and

reported initial judgments about teammates, based

audiences:

corporate, 

academic, 

international, 

on visible differences in race, gender, culture, lan-

experienced professionals, less experienced profes-

guage, and religion were not accurate on closer

sionals, and general project management audiences. 

inspection and not indicative of the strengths and

In fact, our qualitative assessment of work to date

contributions of these teammates. (3) Mutual

would suggest that the non-United States partici-

accountability, a hallmark of a high performance

pants may be more amenable to adoption of the

team, required development of group norms and

Positive Workplace. The development of greater

enforcing of behavior within the group itself. It was

information that is country- and region-specific to

difficult for students to give clear feedback to each

supplement or replace the highly United States.-

other, to establish shared standards of performance

centric research so far is greatly desirable. 

and to build the trust needed to support this type of

Within highly diverse groups, the use of the VIA

discussion. (4) Open discussion and reconciliation of

Strengths Inventory and the Best Self Introduction

individual ideal workplaces with teammates in the

were highly effective in establishing a sense of

context of the selected business scenario made the

common humanity leading to the rapid development

compromises needed to reach consensus more

of group cohesion and an apparent diminishment of

acceptable. 

the separation of people of different backgrounds. 

The academic case study which consisted of

working through the individual self-reflection pro-

Experiences and Learnings from the Positive

cess of the Ideal Workplace, with subsequent recon-

Workplace Fieldwork

ciliation of the individual’s ideal workplace to the

Over the past four years of applying the Positive

team’s ideal workplace, in the context of the needs of

Workplace in the field, we recognized that business

the business, experientially modeled what leaders

was still looking for a way to ‘‘do more with less’’ after

and managers do daily in a Positive Workplace. 

decades of near-shore and off-shore outsourcing

Participants in both corporate and academic

from the United States. Managers and employees

audiences consistently reported a strong desire to

were disenchanted with the workplace environment

have ongoing support groups for continued learning

even when they loved the work and liked their

of new ideas and the development of new or revised

colleagues. Workplace politics, insincere corporate

applications. They also reported a strong desire to

support of work-life balance, interminable meetings, 

have the learning opportunity offered throughout

unrelenting stress of constant crises and changes, 

their organizations with the specific inclusion of

feeling as if they are interchangeable parts of the

the executive ranks. 
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We observed that managers and employees were

evaluation of the process and its outcomes will be

ready to try something new. They were intuitively

our next priority as the work continues to be

comfortable with the Positive Workplace, especially

expanded. 

A

collaborative

relationship

with

the strengths focus. People need to be in the right space

researchers is desired. We suspect that the congruity

to create the best results—I want to help them be there, 

or fit of a Positive Workplace philosophy to the

says one corporate participant. In the words of

organization’s culture may be an important element

another participant: Identical competencies notwith-

of the success of this approach so far. The global

standing, each individual makes a unique contribu-

information services company that participated in

tion—and responds to challenges and opportunities in

this program historically has had a philosophy con-

different ways . . . and so is better suited to certain

sistent with the Positive Workplace although that

projects, roles within those projects. 

philosophy was under substantial pressure as the

Managers were willing to begin at the local, micro

company responded to competitive pressures. 

level in advance of a large corporate change project to

As this program is brought into other business envir-

implement the Positive Workplace. In the words of

onments, we will be better able to evaluate the role of

one participant: Collaboration works best when we

fit in building Positive Workplaces. We anticipate

understand, respect, and find value in each individual. 

that the introduction of the Positive Workplace in

The Positive Workplace reminded me to do that. It’s so

an unsupportive environment might do more harm

easy to get caught up in the stresses of the day—and

than good to the workplace by creating unmet and

become task centric. 

un-meetable expectations for individuals within the

The Positive Workplace opened the door to posi-

workplace. However, project management, orga-

tive psychology’s broader implications for life

nized by project teams, may provide a micro-culture

overall. Many who reported changes at work also

for introduction of the Positive Workplace. 

reported implementation of key concepts at home

Collaborative research on this could inform efforts

with significant beneficial results. 

to expand the development of positive workplaces

Participants enjoyed the opportunity for self-

and develop preparatory evaluations and interven-

reflection and the encouragement and permission

tions for workplaces. 

to be ‘‘your best self.’’ One participant shared:

Enhancing the business case by broadening the

I had a deepening awareness of the aspect of relation-

quantitative tools to enhance key performance indi-

ships within the workplace—and consciously started

cators such as creativity, productivity, customer loy-

taking more personal and positive aspects into my

alty, 

employee

recruitment

and

retention, 

work activities—which reduced profoundly the bound-

discretionary employee effort, employee loyalty, life

aries between who I am at work and who I am at home. 

satisfaction, and direct and indirect health and med-

ical

costs

to

the

workplace

are

ongoing

Looking to the Future

opportunities. 

Looking toward the future, we believe that

building strong, dynamic links between the aca-

Directions for Research

demic and the practitioner communities would be

• Develop a comprehensive business case for

immensely valuable to the development and imple-

positive psychology in the workplace. 

mentation of positive psychology applications in the

• Define a model for the Positive Workplace. 

workplace. Efforts to coordinate the communication

• Development of an assessment instrument for

and adaptation of research into business usable

evaluating workplaces relative to the Positive

applications would be beneficial to individuals and

Workplace model. 

organizations of all types. The feedback from these

• Develop an expandable toolkit for practitioners

business applications would inform further research

to facilitate improvements in organizations as positive

building a broader, stronger body of knowledge for

workplaces. 

positive psychology in the workplace. 

Our initial programs, corporate and academic, 

have resulted in interesting and fairly promising

Implications for Practice

results: participants are engaged by the material

• Review and dissemination of academic

and experiment with its application in the work-

research for use by the practitioner audience is

place. Anecdotal evidence for workplace improve-

needed on an ongoing basis. 

ment as a result is growing. Moving from this

• Active communications between practitioners

qualitative approach to include a quantitative

and researchers on field applications are desirable to

D A V I S
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build empirical analysis of positive psychology

interpersonal benefits of sharing positive events. Journal of

applications in the workplace. 

Personality and Social Psychology, 87, 228–245. 

• Establishment of a comprehensive and evolving

Keyes, C. L., & Haidt, J. (Eds.). Flourishing: Positive psychology

and the life well-lived. Washington, DC: American

body of knowledge for practitioners to support

Psychological Association. 

development and delivery of a consistent and

Langer, E. J. (1987). Mindfulness. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo

effective level of empirically informed applications. 

Press. 

Langer, E. J. (1997). The power of mindful learning. Cambridge, 

MA: Da Capo Press. 
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24 Good for What? The Young Worker in a

Global Age

Lynn Barendsen and Howard Gardner

Abstract

Society needs high-quality work. The nature of quality and the nature of work have changed in our highly technological, post-industrial society. Individuals, in particular young adults, are experiencing crises of identity just as they are entering the workforce for the first time. Rather than focus on what has gone wrong in society, in our research we have searched for exemplars of work that qualifies as ‘‘good’’: work that is excellent, ethical, and personally meaningful. We articulate conditions that encourage good work, explain and learn from disparities between young and older workers, and reveal how the nature of responsibility may change over time. Taking what we have learned over a decade of research from these exemplary individuals, we apply these learnings to classrooms and other educational settings, ultimately, to foster a greater incidence of good work. Finally, we suggest particular directions for future research and practice to address the unique challenges faced by young people at this point in history. 

Keywords: responsibility, work, good work, meaning, globalization

Every society needs work of high quality. Quality

young people think of themselves, and of work, in

is achieved in various ways over time. In our

our increasingly globalized world. 

highly

technological, 

post-industrial

society, 

In the race to succeed, thinking beyond the self

economies work in ways that differ significantly

(especially in this self-absorbed age) is becoming

from earlier, more local, less interconnected times

unusual (Callahan, 2004; Clydesdale, 2007). The

(Bauman, 1998; Friedman, 2000, 2007; Suarez-

idealism that has traditionally been associated with

Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004). Interactions

youth seems elusive. To be sure, many young

among nations, cultures, and individuals have

people—probably more than in earlier periods—

increased both in speed and in frequency. 

become engaged in community service. For many, 

Globalization brings cultural questions to the fore-

however, this involvement is relatively transient. 

front; as cultures become more homogenized in

And even those who continue to engage in philan-

certain respects, differences become muted in

thropic or civic endeavors often feel estranged from

some ways, exacerbated in others. Young adults, 

larger political institutions and causes; thus their

the main subject of our chapter, experience iden-

overall impact is less than it might be. 

tity crises: this phase of life continues to spawn

In the United States, both obstacles and oppor-

self-questioning and self-doubt as well as the need, 

tunities in work have been sharpened in recent years. 

ultimately, for a resolution. At a time when young

In the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville

workers poised to join the workforce are strug-

pointed out a contradiction that remains important

gling to distinguish themselves from their peers, 

to this day: Americans are willing and often do work

the competition to do so grows ever more fierce. 

on behalf of others, and yet they are staunch indivi-

In what follows, we probe in various ways how

dualists (Tocqueville, 1835; see also Riesman et al., 
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1950). Using a distinction that we expand upon

nature, the large sample has permitted quantitative

below, Americans have felt both a responsibility to

analyses as well (see Gardner, 2007). To date our

others and a responsibility to self. Writing 150 years

research teams have authored numerous works on

after de Tocqueville, Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, 

the findings of the project, and we have begun to

Swidler, and Tipton (1985) describe a focus on

share what we have learned in a more practical

individualism, but without the complementary pull

manner, by applying what we have learned in the

toward community that de Tocqueville highlights. 

classroom. 

Bellah et al. are concerned about the emphasis on

While not carried out explicitly under the banner

ambition and self-interest, one that they find parti-

of positive psychology, we believe that the project

cularly salient among upper and middle-class

exemplifies one of the main elements of this newly

Americans. In several texts, economist Robert

emerging perspective. Instead of focusing on what

Frank (2004; Frank & Cook, 1995) sharply cri-

has gone wrong in the society, we instead have

tiques contemporary market-drenched societies

searched for exemplars of work that qualifies as

within which emphasis is placed almost exclusively

‘‘good.’’ In other words, we have sought positive

on monetary success, status symbols, and power. 

examples and tried to understand how they have

Complementing this critique from a sociological

been

achieved. 

And

then, 

as

noted, 

our

perspective, Robert Putnam (2000) documents loss

more recent efforts are devoted to the fostering of a

of community in American life, delineating multiple

greater incidence of good work. 

ways that Americans have lost connection with

It must be stressed that this research has been

others. This lack of connection can have serious

carried out almost entirely in the United States, by

consequences as it involves a decline in ‘‘social

researchers trained in that country. We simply do

capital,’’ which, according to Putnam and collea-

not know to what extent the picture of American

gues, is vital to our societal networks, ‘‘social capital

professionals of different ages and sectors also proves

refers to social networks, norms of reciprocity, 

applicable to workers in other parts of the world

mutual assistance, and trustworthiness’’ (Putman

(see Knoop, 2007, for a set of findings about

et al., 2003). In Better Together, a response to

GoodWork in Scandinavia). Even if the findings

Bowling Alone, Putnam et al. (2003) describe some

reported here prove to be American-centric, we

positive uses of social capital and highlight a few

hope that our methods, concepts, and initial find-

examples of progress against the tides of market

ings will prove suggestive to scholars in Britain and

selfishness and loss of community. Cited are the

in other countries. And to the extent that there are

United Parcel Service (UPS), a large and successful

warning signs or lessons to be gleaned from the

company that follows a social capital strategy not

American experience, scholars and practitioners in

principally from philanthropic motives, but because

other societies can gain from them. 

it makes a profit; the Harvard Union of Clerical and

We define good work as work that is at once

Technical Workers (HUCTW), a successful union

Excellent (high in quality), Ethical (considers its

that builds community as a smart, good way to

consequences on others), and Engaging (personally

organize a union; and San Francisco’s craigslist.org, 

meaningful). Achieving work with each of these

a community existing in and away from cyberspace, 

three ‘‘E’’ attributes is challenging, and through our

moving beyond a classified ads list to a vibrant, 

study we have learned that some conditions are more

interactive population. 

favorable to realizing good work than others. Of

particular concern to the project are the threats

GoodWork Project

posed to professionalism by strong and unchallenged

Against this background, we conceived of and

market forces and, more broadly, to ethical behavior

carried out the GoodWorkÒ Project (for details see

in the American context. 

goodworkproject.org and the books and papers cited

From our study of adult professionals (Gardner, 

therein). For nearly a decade and one-half, we have

Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon, 2001), we highlight

been examining Good Work. Under the direction of

three findings, each of which has implications for

three social scientists, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, 

our more recent focus on young workers. First, we

William Damon, and Howard Gardner, our team

single out the factor of alignment: good work is more

of researchers in the United States has carried out

readily achieved when the goals and mission of var-

over 1,200 lengthy, in-depth interviews with leading

ious stakeholders are well aligned with one another. 

members of nine different professions. While the

Our second factor emanates from large disparities

research has been predominantly qualitative in

between those just entering a profession and those
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who are nearing retirement. Although young and old

with respect and admiration, and described their

workers may have similar goals, they operate within

own efforts to behave ethically. Younger subjects

very different worlds, in large part due to the

rarely mentioned mentors and in fact, bemoaned a

increasing influence of the factors of globalization

lack of mentor figures or positive role models. 

cited above. These differences are echoed in our

Although these highly talented young persons cer-

third set of findings—concerning the sense of

tainly had a sense of the values of their ‘‘professions,’’

responsibility. Our work reveals that spheres of

they often described ‘‘bending’’ rules in order to get

responsibility increase steadily over the course of an

ahead. Suffice it to say that there emerged a marked

individual’s career. 

and disturbing difference between younger and

We begin with the idea of alignment. When the

older subjects in our study (Fischman, Solomon, 

workers themselves, the leaders of a profession, and

Greenspan, & Gardner 2004). 

the general ‘‘stakeholding’’ and ‘‘shareholding’’

Finally, we learned a great deal in our study of

public all want the same things from a particular

good work from asking a single question, ‘‘To whom

profession, good work is much easier to achieve. By

or what do you feel responsible in your work?’’

contrast, good work proves difficult to achieve when

(Gardner, 2007). One general finding is of particular

the goals of the various stakeholders are at odds with

interest here: as individuals age, their sense of

one another (Gardner et al., 2001). Interestingly, the

responsibility seems to grow. We have come to

first

two

professions

studied—genetics

and

describe responsibility in terms of a broadening

journalism—proved dramatically different with

circle, where the youngest subjects express responsi-

reference to this issue. 

bility to those immediately around them; the oldest

At the end of the twentieth century, a healthy

subjects (at least in the select population with which

climate surrounded the profession of genetics: scien-

we were working) consider themselves responsible

tists, their funders, the basic principles of science and

for the health of a profession or even the broader

its social institutions, as well as the general public

society. 

were well aligned in their primary goals. All parties

wanted discoveries that would bring about better

Youth Development

health and enable individuals to lead healthier, 

Our work is most closely related to a conceptua-

longer lives. The geneticists with whom we spoke

lization of moral character that involves a focus on

were all motivated and energized by their work; the

identity. Moral identity results when the self ‘‘iden-

only obstacles cited were their limitations of time

tifies with moral commitments or a moral point of

and energy. In sharp contrast, at the same

view’’ (Lapsley & Narvaez, 2006, p. 264). The

time, American journalism proved to be not only

development of moral identity becomes particularly

misaligned, but deeply so. Technological advances

important. Moral identity typically starts to form

in communication had a major impact on the expec-

during adolescence (Damon & Hart, 1988) and

tations placed on journalists, and the tastes of the

continues to be shaped throughout secondary

viewing public had evolved as well. Journalists who

school and the college years. Numerous scholars

entered the profession with particular ideals (giving

have found that students experience growth in

voice to truth; fair, impartial reporting) were pres-

moral judgment over time (Colby & Kohlberg, 

sured to report sensational stories at warp speed. The

1987; Rest 1979, 1986). But the window of oppor-

ownership of news organizations had shifted, and

tunity may be finite; Colby et al. have determined

large corporations interested solely or primarily in

‘‘moral judgment is more likely to stop increasing at

profit were in control. Many of the journalists with

the end of formal education than at any particular

whom we spoke were unhappy and a third of them

age’’ (Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2001, 

were considering leaving the profession. These inter-

p. 107). 

views took place a decade ago; if anything, the

Adolescence and early adulthood prove to be

situation in print journalism is yet more perilous

crucial years with respect to moral development; 

today. 

the types of activities that lead to positive transfor-

The second finding we highlight documents dif-

mations in moral goals involve leadership programs, 

ferences across individual groups (age, gender, race, 

community service, and involvement in politics

religion). The strongest difference, by far, involves

(Colby & Damon, 1992; Colby et al., 2003; 

the contrasts between older and younger subjects. In

Youniss & Yates 1997). The process of self-

general, veteran professionals upheld and believed in

reflection, where young people consider themselves

the values of their professions, referred to mentors

and their place in the world, is crucial to the
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development of moral identity (Blasi, 1995). 

have more advantages than ever and this article

Additionally, Damon et al. have found that early

documents just one aspect of this: college coaching. 

development of a sense of purpose is vital to positive

Some wealthy parents are willing to pay as much as

moral development in general, ‘‘purpose is a stable

$40,000 to get their children into prestigious

and generalized intention to accomplish something

schools. The efforts of educator Lloyd Thacker, 

that is at once meaningful to the self and of conse-

working to reform the deeply troubled American

quence to the world beyond the self’’ (Damon, 

college admissions process, has been gaining support

Menon, & Bronk, 2003, p. 121). 

from colleges and universities, college counselors, 

Links between academic work and programs out-

and high schools around the country (educationcon-

side the classroom such as service learning are crucial

servancy.org). 

Unfortunately

these

‘‘positive

to positive development of critical thinking in the

reforms’’ are still in their infancy, but growing evi-

ethical or moral spheres (Astin, Sax, Ikeda, & Yee

dence of support from a variety of sources provides

2000). Service learning projects can be quite varied in

some hope for progress. 

terms of particular community or cause (they may

Complementing

the dystopian

picture of

include efforts on behalf of the environment, educa-

American

young

people

(Callahan, 

2004; 

tion, humanitarian causes, global citizenship, just to

Clydesdale, 2007), there is growing evidence that

name a few), but the most successful programs com-

many American youths are searching in their lives for

bine academic lessons with meaningful, experiential

meaning, eager to probe existential questions, and

learning outside the classroom. Connecting issues

increasingly involved in endeavors where they can

important to students outside of the classroom to

make a difference (Colby et al., 2007). Anthony

academic study also deepens their understanding in

Kronman (2007), the former dean of Yale Law

what Colby and colleagues refer to as the ‘‘active

School, has focused on higher education’s role in

construction of knowledge’’ (Colby et al., 2007, p. 7). 

considering the meaning of life. He regrets trends

that place an overemphasis on careers and success, 

Pressures and Current Issues for

and argues that students, and often teachers, have

Young Adults

lost sight of the broader rationale for pursuing higher

In addition to the scholarly literature on

education in the first place: to learn and to contem-

American youth of the era, the popular press has

plate enduring philosophical questions, for example

also probed the moral fabric of American youth. The

‘‘Why are we here on this planet? What difference

picture presented suggests that young people are

can and should we make, during our brief time on

experiencing high levels of stress; presumably as a

earth?’’ (see also Lewis, 2006). At various colleges

consequence, they are inclined to push ethical

and universities around the country, new programs

boundaries. There is no shortage of stories about

and sites mandate or catalyze engagement and ser-

students hacking into schools’ computer systems, 

vice learning (Center for Civic Engagement, 

altering academic records, plagiarizing written mate-

Amherst College; Center for Civic Engagement

rials, and cheating in other forms. A recent poignant

and

Leadership, 

Saint

Lawrence

University; 

story describes a Massachusetts high school principal

Harward Center for Community Partnerships, 

and his school community as they undergo intense

Bates College; Goldfarb Center for Public Affairs

self-examination, responding in part to four suicides, 

and Civic Engagement, Colby College). Niche

high rates of depression, alcohol and drug use, and

colleges are arising that emphasize particular inter-

widespread cheating (Rimer, 2007). Trying to alle-

ests (experiential learning, the environment) and

viate his students’ stress levels in part through yoga, 

allow students to focus on specific, meaningful

this principal is publicly mocked and receives

goals early (Guernsey, 2007). The search for

national (negative) attention from the likes of

meaning in education has been a focus of the

media personalities Jay Leno and Rush Limbaugh. 

Bringing Theory to Practice Project, an initiative

Stress and ethical lapses are exacerbated by the

that sponsors projects at several colleges and univer-

industry that has grown up around the process of

sities, each of which begins with the premise that

admissions to selective colleges and universities. 

engaged students are stronger and healthier learners

A recent piece in Business Week titled ‘‘I Can Get

(bringingtheorytopractice.org). 

Your Kid Into an Ivy’’ details the extent to which

admissions has become a booming industry for

Responsibility

ambitious, market-savvy entrepreneurs (Berfield

Our research tells us that young people do not yet

and Tergesen, 2007). The children of the wealthy

believe they are responsible to the world at large; in
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their view this kind of responsibility is beyond their long-standing

calling

associated

with

these

immediate purview (Fischman et. al., 2004; 

professions. For example, the young scientists with

Gardner, 2007). The responsibilities on which

whom we spoke were intrigued by the large sums of

young people focus involve responsibility to self

money that might be made in science, not by

and to immediate others (again: friends, parents, 

expanding the boundaries of scientific research or

teachers, coaches). Responsibility to self does not

by the joy of making discoveries. Alternatively, and

necessarily indicate a ‘‘selfish’’ sense of responsibility, 

just as problematically, young people are going into

but might also mean maintaining one’s own ideals

professions with idyllic notions and finding them-

and values. Balancing conflicting responsibilities is a

selves sorely disappointed that the professions have

primary source of tension in young people’s lives. 

changed. Young journalists entering the profession

Alas, as documented in much current writing

eager to report well-researched and detailed ‘‘truths’’

(Callahan, 2004; Fischman et al., 2004; Gardner, 

balk when asked to work quickly, without checking

2007), novice (as well as veteran) professionals alike

references, or to produce titillating stories designed

regularly exhibit a lack of responsibility in their

to entertain rather than inform. 

work. With respect to young people, there are parti-

cular pressures. Even when many positive, sup-

Lack of Mentorship

porting factors (excellent role models, aligned

As Richard Hersch (2007) describes it, the con-

goals, strong belief systems) exist, young people are

temporary United States has a ‘‘national culture of

still susceptible to tremendous pressure to achieve at

neglect’’ in which young people rely less and less on

all costs. As researchers working in educational set-

teachers, parents, and mentors and more on their

tings we have been witness to the rationalization of


peers and the internet for guidance. Whereas veteran

dishonest behavior in the name of responsibility to

professionals in our sample regularly refer to men-

parents (‘‘my parents sacrificed to keep me in this

tors, most of the young people we interviewed have

school therefore I owe it to them to achieve by any

no mentors. They instead describe a process of cob-

means necessary’’). We have also been witness to the

bling together pieces of different personalities in

rationalization of dishonest behavior because ‘‘the

their lives, a process we have termed ‘‘frag-men-

rules are unfair.’’

toring.’’ A young man might describe a coach who

encourages him always to give one hundred percent, 

Moral Freedom

a teacher who insists on the importance of follow

Young people use dishonest means in their work

through, two parents who have raised him with a

and are often at ease with doing so. In our interviews, 

strong sense of religion and duty. Although each of

they describe their unethical behavior without

these individuals may not consider themselves (and

embarrassment, not asking us, for example, to turn

as we have discovered, usually are not) genuine

off the tape recorder. Political scientist Alan Wolfe’s

mentors, in piecing together parts of their

concept of moral freedom proves relevant to this

complementary value system, the youthful indivi-

discussion. According to Wolfe (2001), every society

dual may come to discern what is truly important

needs a set of moral norms. The United States is

to him. 

distinct from almost every other society known

To illustrate these issues, we here portray three

because we have embraced moral freedom. Although

individuals interviewed for the GoodWork Project

we believe that individuals should behave ethically, 

(names changed to protect anonymity). 

we also believe that individuals have the freedom to

Allison is a high school student with a strong

develop their own moral codes, and that we should

interest in science. Hoping to win the prestigious

not judge one another’s belief systems. As a result, 

Intel Talent competition (and thereby improve her

young people feel that there are shades of honesty, 

chances of getting into an Ivy League college) she

for example, and that they can and should make

works long hours at a university lab. Her experi-

their own decisions with respect to these issues. 

ments are conducted on animals, and Allison hears

There is no single authority on ethical behavior

rumors that the judges of the competition are less

that they follow or that they believe anyone else

inclined to award prizes to these types of experi-

should follow either. 

ments. Allison misrepresents the methods she uses

to conduct her research, reporting that her work

Misdirected Goals

involves watching taped experiments of mice. She

Additionally, young people are often going into

feels justified in her actions, adamant about the long

professions

while

woefully

ignorant

of

the

hours she spent in the lab, above and beyond her
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high school coursework. She wins the competition

good work: technical Excellence, personal Engage-

and is accepted to a prestigious Ivy League college. 

ment and meaningfulness, and Ethical execution. 

Steve is an engineering professor at a small liberal

The Toolkit is designed to help individuals think

arts college. He is deeply committed to teaching and

about the ideals of ‘‘good work,’’ and how these

has received excellent feedback on his abilities as a

ideals relate to their own work lives. We ask people

teacher. He believes firmly in honest feedback and

to consider someone else’s work first, and then to

grades that reflect a student’s accomplishments. 

consider their own work contexts and decisions. We

Because the grades he gives are regularly lower than

ask educators to reflect on their work and, with their

those of his colleagues, his students may have a

students, we ask them to think about their current

harder time gaining admission to competitive grad-

work in school and potential work beyond school. 

uate programs. He worries that his students will be

The key materials in the Toolkit are 2–4 page

penalized if he continues to adhere to his personal

stories of individuals we have interviewed and the

standards. 

ethical dilemmas they face (the aforementioned

Debbie is a high school journalist who struggles

stories about Debbie, Allison and Steve are abridged

with a decision about whether or not to print a story

versions of these cases). The individuals portrayed in

about an alleged rape on the campus of her indepen-

these stories range in age and profession. Cases are

dent school. As a journalist and the editor of her

accompanied by a series of activities to help students

paper, she feels an obligation to let the community

think through the various concepts and issues related

know about this story. The admissions director of

to GoodWork, such as beliefs and values, obstacles, 

the school has informed her, however, that if the

systems of support, responsibilities, and the role of

story is printed, the school will refuse to buy their

mentors. 

typical 1000 copies. The paper counts on these sales

For example, the story of Debbie, described

to stay afloat. Debbie comes from a family of jour-

above, has been paired with an activity that asks

nalists (her grandfather wrote for the New York

students to consider Debbie’s various roles and

Times) and she takes the tenets of journalistic integ-

responsibilities. As a budding journalist, she feels a

rity seriously; she also has a younger sibling at the

responsibility to print the story; as the editor of the

school who will undoubtedly be affected by her

paper, she needs to get the paper printed and sold; as

decision. 

a granddaughter, she feels a responsibility to her

These individuals are not unusual in our sample. 

grandfather’s legacy; as a sister, she is aware that

Both young and veteran professionals alike tackle

her younger brother will also face the consequences

issues that bring up core values and beliefs and call

of her decision-making. Delineating Debbie’s var-

into question what they value most in their work and

ious roles helps students to understand the depth of

personal lives. In learning about the issues they face, 

her conflict and her multiple responsibilities. Other

we became concerned in particular about the young

types of activities in the Toolkit include role play, 

people in our sample, about their decision-making

short research projects, writing exercises, journaling, 

and about the lack of responsibility it demonstrated. 

and interviewing. 

We asked ourselves how we might encourage young

people to develop a sense of responsibility, particu-

INTERVENTIONS

larly in the workplace. One of our own measures of

To date, we have used the Toolkit with educators

good work, of the success of our project, is whether

at all levels (as young as elementary, through high

or not we are able to help young people to realize

school to the collegiate and graduate school level)

their agency in this world, and to realize that their

and worked with individuals as they reflect on their

work has impact on others. What follows is a

own work and the work of their students. We have

description and analysis of the work we have accom-

identified three effective uses of the materials: (1)

plished thus far, in the spirit of ‘‘applied positive

working directly with students; (2) working with

psychology,’’ and some of the lessons we have

teachers as a form of professional development; and

learned along the way. 

(3) working with an entire school community. 

Teachers have used the materials with students in

Description of the GoodWork Toolkit

a variety of classroom settings, including classes in

The GoodWork Toolkit is our attempt to put

photography, history, psychology, choral instruc-

research into practice and actively to promote the

tion, and in advisory groups. Somewhat to our sur-

idea of good work in various settings. That is, we

prise, a choral instructor had one of the most

seek to foster work that embodies the ‘‘three Es’’ of

successful experiences with the material. Although
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the content was distinct from the work usually cov-

When we refer to ‘‘entire high school commu-

ered during rehearsal, the instructor (who was pas-

nities,’’ we allude to our work with students, tea-

sionate about the material) was able to create an

chers, administrators, and ideally, parents, with the

atmosphere of trust in the classroom. 

goal of creating a culture of good work. In one

As it happened, this group of students had a

independent K-12 school in Massachusetts, over

particularly complex set of responsibilities. In addi-

the course of a year, we worked with all of these

tion to their responsibilities as students (and the

constituencies in an effort to bring them toward

academic, social and familial pressures that often

alignment with one another. We conducted profes-

accompany them), they also held responsibilities as

sional development sessions for the faculty, and

performers. As part of a choral ensemble, they car-

designed and conducted a ‘‘GoodWork Day’’ for an

ried responsibilities to the group; as aspiring perfor-

entire freshman class, who were joined in the eve-

mers, many were in direct competition with one

ning by their parents. We designed a good work

another (for solo performances or leading roles). 

survey that was completed by the full school com-

Every few weeks this instructor took a break from

munity and a fair number of parents. Additionally, a

rehearsals to choose a case from the Toolkit and

values-sorting activity was completed by the entire

discuss the protagonist’s choices and decision-

school. Individual teachers used some of the mate-

making process. She assigned discussion questions

rials in their classrooms. 

as homework. Ultimately, she discovered that stu-

This multi-pronged approach has been an effort

dents began to grasp that good work involves both

to get at issues of good work through as many venues

the process (working as a group, making compro-

as possible; we reinforce ideas on multiple occasions, 

mises for one another) and the end product (in this

so that the ideas can become a part of the philo-

case, performance) of work. She told us she wished

sophy, the DNA, so to speak, of the school. We are

others in her school were also talking to their stu-

encouraged in that this school has adapted the ideas

dents about these ideas. 

of good work and redefined what this means in their

The materials have also been used as a profes-

own terms. For example, in the years since our work

sional development tool, in individually designed

there, the freshman Good Work Day continues to

workshops (for example, for an entire public high

evolve, most recently, to consider what good work

school fine arts department) and as a course at an

means in terms of being a citizen, and tackling issues

institute for educators. We first introduced the

such as global warming. 

materials to teachers, in the belief that we were

In addition to these main lines of work, we con-

offering them a valuable tool they might use with

tinually receive inquiries about the Toolkit, and

their students, to encourage their students to think

educators around the country and indeed, around

about their work. In fact, we discovered that teachers

the world, are beginning to work with the materials. 

had much to reflect upon in their own work, as

The Toolkit has moved beyond the reaches of the

teachers. We ask educators to relate an instance

United States and is currently being used in Taiwan, 

when they felt torn between conflicting responsibil-

Germany, Malaysia, Argentina, Australia, Scotland, 

ities. An elementary teacher described what hap-

South Africa, the Philippines, and Mexico. 

pened when she took over the work of a colleague

Educators have also begun to develop courses on

who was taking a maternity leave. Upon review of

good work. Specimen courses in this country

students’ work and files, she discovered her collea-

include: ‘‘GoodWork’’ at Harvard University

gue’s assessments were far too general and often, too

(Howard Gardner); ‘‘GoodWork in the Global

generous. She faced tremendous opposition and

Context’’ at New York University (Howard

anger when she began her own, more accurate, 

Gardner and Marcelo Suaŕez-Orozco); ‘‘Field

evaluations. Other participants worked with this

Work for Humanities’’ at San Jose State (Susan

educator to outline her various responsibilities (in

Verducci); and ‘‘Integration of Liberal Studies’’ at

this case, all agreed her ultimate responsibilities were

Colorado State University (Kirsten Broadfoot). 

to the students) and think through strategies for

During the spring semester of 2007, in conjunction

rectifying the situation. In brief workshops such as

with colleagues at the Institute for Global Ethics, we

this one, we are just able to introduce concepts of

taught a course at Colby College entitled ‘‘Mean-

good work, and to give educators some tools they

ingful Work in a Meaningful Life.’’ This for-credit

might use in their own classrooms. In an attempt to

course was piloted with a small group of students, 

broaden the reach of these ideas, we have also

hosted by the Goldfarb Center for Public Affairs and

worked with entire school communities. 

Civic Engagement. During the fall of the following
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year, we worked with these same colleagues to design

similarly demanding careers. One student declared, 

and implement a new orientation for incoming

somewhat defiantly, that she has no plans for mar-

Colby freshman. We are also working on issues of

riage or children. When we pointed to some of the

‘‘Good Work and Meaning’’ with small groups of

possible negative consequences of this type of work

undergraduates at Amherst College and with

style (drug use, ethical lapses, lack of balance

freshmen at Harvard College. 

between professional and personal lives) students

In working with these students, we asked them to

responded ‘‘that’s just the way it is’’ and did not, 

consider: where do you derive meaning in school, and

for example, consider other career options. 

where will you derive meaning once you leave school? 

Our work in high schools helped us to understand

Idealism

what students are bringing to college (stress, over-

During a class we presented the aforementioned

work, practice at cutting corners). We also came to

case of ‘‘Steve,’’ the professor who felt strongly that

understand that for most middle-class American

grades ought to reflect level of learning, and yet

youth, the biggest project in their lives so far has

worried that lower, more accurate grades would

been that of getting into college. (We can state on

reflect poorly on students who were applying to

personal authority that this would not have been the

graduate school. Students adamantly chose one or

case 20 or 50 years ago!) We asked college students:

the other side of the argument. Some felt strongly

Now that you have been accepted, what will you do? 

that grades must be an accurate reflection of one’s

Through such interventions our goals were: (1) To

efforts and knowledge; others admit that the system

provide a series of experiences and provocations that

is flawed but take issue with having to pay a personal

will help young people think about what is mean-

price to remedy the problem. The idealism students

ingful to them as they embark on a life of work; (2)

reflected was typical of that we have heard in other

To identify a series of issues that students will need to

settings, in that it was coupled with a sense of hope-

reflect upon in order to make work and life as mean-

lessness. The problems within ‘‘the system’’ (in this

ingful as possible; and (3) To help students develop a

case, the academic grading system) are just too large

practical ‘‘Toolkit’’ of concepts they might use in the

to tackle, the rules themselves are unfair, and there is

transition from education to work and in work-

nothing to be done about it. 

related decision-making. 

Pragmatism

Learnings to Date: Cynicism, Idealism, 

Even when a class was made up of freshmen, they

Pragmatism, Changing Contexts

were surprisingly focused on jobs: how to get them, 

In our experience working with young people in

what kinds of questions to ask during interviews, 

secondary schools and college settings, we have

how to do research about potential employers. We

heard students couple a desire to do good with

anticipated more questions about types of work, 

expressions of helplessness or cynicism. As a source

what kinds of professions might make them happy, 

of examples, we draw here on our experiences at the

and what they might find meaningful. In fact, they

aforementioned schools. 

were particularly focused, especially at the beginning

of our sessions, on pragmatic advice about the job

Cynicism

market and the interviewing process. 

We began one session by talking about ‘‘extreme’’

workers; the term refers to those who work over

Changing Contexts

70/80 hours per week in hedge funds, investment

One session focused on a well-respected and

banks, or similar high profile/high stress workplaces, 

storied television lineage, headed by Edward R. 

and apparently love their work. We expected stu-

Murrow (See the recent docudrama Good Night

dents to be shocked when in fact they were very

and Good Luck.). Drawing on an ethical dilemma

familiar with the pattern and some planned on fol-

faced by one of Murrow’s more successful mentees, 

lowing it themselves. Many of them had parents who

Daniel Schorr, we talked about what excellence

were extreme workers and the students supported

means in a profession and in mentoring. It is fair to

them in their work choices. Some were raised by

say the examples were virtually meaningless to our

nannies, and expressed pride in their parents’

students. We realized that young people get their

achievements; although some spoke of missing

information in a very different way than the

their parents (at games or musical performances), 

researchers did, during their time in college. The

some students nonetheless planned to embark on

very nature of communication has changed, and
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the checks and balances that go along with the vet-

over time, and as a result members of these societies

ting of information, have changed as well. We

have become increasingly self-absorbed and far less

learned important cautionary lessons of how we

oriented to their wider responsibilities. Young

might engage students in conversations about excel-

people in particular are under increasing pressure

lence, even as we were reminded about our relative

while at the same time, they are searching for

ignorance of some of the more subtle influences of

meaning in their academic and personal lives. 

technology on ‘‘digital natives.’’

Although the picture our research has presented is

not necessarily a positive one, there are several signs

Plans for the Future

of potential growth and change in the current con-

We hope that these sessions with undergraduates

ditions. It is to these potential growth areas that we

and others like them will not only introduce young

now turn our attention. 

people to concepts of good work (such as responsi-

bility, alignment, excellence, ethics, engagement)

Directions for Research

but also help them connect these concepts to life

• Assess existing initiatives and programs: We have

within and beyond college. We also hope to give

called attention to several new centers and programs

students some powerful tools on which to draw as

at colleges and universities around the United States, 

they continue to think about their work. For

designed to address some of the complex issues we

example, in asking students to think about their

outline in this chapter. There is much to be learned

work and to track their progress toward good work, 

from the work they have done, examining what

we suggest three ‘‘Ms’’: (1) Model: are there models

students have to say about their experiences with

to whom you might look who offer excellent exam-

these programs and looking as well at the choices

ples of the type of worker you would like to become? 

students make as a result of having participated in

Do you have a mentor, an anti-mentor (someone

these programs. The Bringing Theory to Practice

who offers an example of the kind of worker you do

Project has begun to examine some of the effects of

not want to be), can you piece together a ‘‘frag-

service learning; more assessment of the wide variety

mentor’’ (an amalgam of mentors)?; (2) Mission:

of programs is needed. 

what are your goals, are they achievable and if not, 

• Study the effects of the changes in the way we

can you prioritize them? Does your institution sup-

communicate: The effects of technology on both the

port your mission, why or why not? (3) Mirror: are

speed with which and the nature of the ways we

you proud of what you see when you really look in

communicate are not exclusively negative. As the

the mirror? How would you feel if your mother read

first generation raised on the digital media enters

in detail about your work in the news? 

the workforce, it becomes increasingly necessary to

In our own work we note that students admire

understand

how

its

members

understand

individuals who are selfless, not selfish, and also

themselves, their role in the world, and the impact

admire students or veterans who are able to trans-

of their understandings on the new global economy. 

cend difficult circumstances. Yet we have also

Some of our colleagues at Project Zero have begun to

observed that students in college are often at the

look into Trust and Trustworthiness in this new

stage where they do not yet feel they can be selfless. 

digital age; additionally, others are applying our

They are still striving to achieve recognition, to

‘‘GoodWork’’ lens to this media, and examining

compete, to gain ground toward the next big goal. 

how

young

people

conduct

themselves

in

Perhaps selflessness falls into that ‘‘I’ll do it later’’

cyberspace and various online activities. 

category. One of the major goals of our work is to

• Understand better the ways in which young

help young people realize their agency and respon-

people today differ from their predecessors: In the

sibility in the world, to realize that what they do, 

United States, there are periodic efforts to

both in their work and in their lives, has impact. 

characterize the current generation of young

Ethical behavior and in particular, behavior that

people. In order for our own work with young

acknowledges and considers its impact on others, is

people to be successful, we need to understand

not a luxury to be put on hold but rather a muscle to

better the ways in which they differ from their

be exercised at every opportunity. 

predecessors (as well as ways in which they

resemble their forbears). One possible way in

Conclusion

which to investigate this issue is to carry out

As laid out in the above pages, the nature of our

detailed case studies of individuals who have taught

economies and cultures have changed significantly

the same subjects—academic, artistic, crafts, or
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athletic—for decades and to record, while there is

Colby, A., Beaumont, E., Ehrlich, T., & Cornfeld, J. (2007). 

still time, their impressions of the ways in which the

Education for democracy. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

current generation is distinguished from earlier ones. 

Damon, W. (2003). Noble purpose: The joy of living a meaningful

life. Philadelphia: Templeton Foundation Press. 

Damon, W. (2008). Path to purpose: Helping our children find their

Implications for Practice

calling in life. New York: Free Press. 

In our own work in classrooms and other educa-

Damon, W., & Hart, D. (1988). Self-understanding in childhood

tion settings we emphasize positive examples from

and adolescence. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

our research. In particular, we:

Damon, W., Menon, J., & Bronk, K. (2003). The development

of purpose during adolescence. Applied Developmental Science

• Encourage responsibility and highlight

7 (3), 119–128. 

individual agency

Erikson, E. (1950). Childhood and society. New York: Norton. 

•

Fiss, P. C., & Hirsch, P. M. (2005, Feb.). The discourse of

Encourage inquiry and reflection

globalization: Framing and sensemaking of an emerging con-

• Point to lessons that might be learned from

cept. American Sociological Review, 70, 29–52. 

mentors, paragons, or pieced together from different

Frank, R. (2004). What price the moral high ground? Ethical

individuals

dilemmas in competitive environments. Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press. 

Frank, R., & Cook, P. J. (1995). The winner-take-all society. New
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C H A P T E R

25 What’s Wrong with Being Positive? 

Samantha Warren

Abstract

This chapter critiques the underlying premises and potential effects of applying positive psychology (PP) in the workplace. It locates PP as a development of wider cultural (North American) trends toward greater emotionality, a need for fun and excitement in all spheres of life, and the ‘‘right’’ to happiness and conceptualization of selfhood as a project to be worked on through therapy and associated transpersonal activities. Denial of the cathartic value of so-called ‘‘negative’’ states and their role in the development of a healthy adult psyche are posited as challenges to the prima facie desirability of PP, as are the asymmetrical outcomes of encouraging positivity in employees. Organizations stand to gain considerably more than individuals from the PP movement and as such, the chapter suggests that PP represents a further appropriation/valorization of human qualities that should, perhaps, remain out of reach of the capitalist labor process. Furthermore, PP’s claim to be moving psychology away from ‘‘deficit models’’ of behavior is questioned by drawing attention to the ‘‘discourses of improvement’’ that it is couched within. 

Keywords: emotion, emotional labor, positive psychology, spirituality, therapy culture, wellness This chapter is written in response to several years’

and their generative mechanisms (e.g., empowerment, 

thinking about aesthetic pleasure and fun in the work-

trust, creativity, humanistic work ideology). (Roberts, 

place. Beginning with an interest in the, then emer-

2006, p. 292)

ging, study of emotion in organizations, and

From a psychological perspective, positive psychology

continuing through a later focus on beauty, fun, plea-

has allowed a broader focus on the positive, encom-

sure, and general happiness at work, I have been

passing the study of ‘‘positive institutions’’ and com-

fascinated by business and management scholars’ treat-

munities that might facilitate understanding of how

ment of these more ‘‘positive’’ human facets of work-

psychology can move beyond its historical preoccupa-

place life (Warren 2005a, 2005b; Warren & Fineman, 

tion with negative states and a ‘‘lack’’ of normal func-

2007). Consequently, the positive psychology move-

tioning (Seligman, 2005). As the chapters in this

ment—and more specifically its manifestation as

volume have repeatedly reminded us, the application

positive organizational scholarship (POS) and positive

of positive psychology in the workplace is intended to

organizational behavior (POB)—interest me greatly, 

investigate what people do well at work in order to

since:

understand the conditions and drivers for Roberts’

Within organization studies, the positive perspective

impressive list of factors above (see also contributions

has sharpened the focus on positive states (e.g., 

to Nelson and Cooper, 2007). They claim that inves-

authenticity, optimal performance, engagement, 

tigating the causes for negative states and poor perfor-

thriving, high-quality connections, social

mance (the deficit model) is only half the story and that

responsibility, sustained peace, dynamic capabilities)

this needs to be counter-balanced with attention to
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what makes people ‘‘thrive’’ (Spreitzer et al., 2005); life’’ consists of more than mere hedonism and i-

‘‘flourish’’ (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005); have

ncorporates the development of ‘‘virtues’’ as well

‘‘hope,’’ ‘‘optimism,’’ and ‘‘resilience’’ (Youssef & 

(King et al., 2004). But as King et al. (2004, p. 38)

Luthans 2007); and thus possess strong ‘‘psychological

go on to summarize, happiness is often used as a proxy

capital’’ or ‘‘PsyCap’’ for short (Luthans et al., 2007). 

for deeper positive constructs such as intrinsic

Furthermore, none of these authors are particularly

motivation, a feeling of flow (Csikszentmihalyi & 

interested in knowing these things for their own sake, 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2006) and, within the organiza-

rather, they hope to find out what might be done by

tional context particularly, perhaps we could add com-

managers and organizations to cultivate these (and

mitment, engagement, and a sense of excelling? Once

other) elements of positivity at work. For example, 

again, what is also interesting to note here, is that these

Luthans et al. (2007, p. 18) have developed a

and other so-called positive traits displayed in the

‘‘PsyCap intervention’’ which, once an individual’s

workplace are likely to benefit the employer more

baseline measure is established with a PsyCap ques-

than the employee. As Grey (2005), among other

tionnaire, can increase PsyCap by ‘‘a significant 3%’’ in

critical management scholars note (e.g., Willmott, 

as little as one hour, yielding a ‘‘270% return on

1993; Legge, 2005; Parker, 2002), the cultivation of

investment’’ for sessions lasting 2.5 hours. In short, 

values which encourage the individual to align them-

positivity is the latest management tool for getting the

selves with the organization, is actually a form of

‘‘best’’ out of people and in the case of PsyCap at least, 

insidious management control. Once internalized, 

in a highly efficient and cost-effective way. Although

these values act as a self-governing force, lessening the

the positivity movement seemingly benefits employees

need for more overt surveillance and supervision of

(who doesn’t want to live in happy optimism?), this last

staff and, one assumes, a lower wage bill. 

point about efficiency and effectiveness suggests a more

With the above in mind, this chapter critiques

mercenary reality—that organizations’ motivation in

positive psychology principally on the grounds of its

adopting positive psychology principles with their staff

hedonistic character and emotional foundations. 

is first and foremost because they expect it will make

Furthermore, its discourse of improvement and

them more profitable. This is certainly the way con-

self- and organizational actualization chimes with

sultants such as Luthans et al. are marketing their wares

the rise in ‘‘therapy culture’’ (Furedi, 2004) to

as the above example shows. 

which I will also refer below. As well as resulting

As the Handbook of Positive Psychology suggests

from my own academic trajectory to date, the ideas

(Snyder & Lopez, 2005), this emerging field takes

that are presented here were in part influenced by

the emotions associated with well-being as its starting

collaborative work between myself and Stephen

point, building upward from there to consider how

Fineman (Warren & Fineman, 2007) and also by

the mind constructs strategies that foster such feelings

Fineman and Laura Morgan Roberts’ recent dia-

in relation to oneself, in dealings with others, and in

logue on positiveness at work in the Academy of

order to prevent the psycho-social damage wrought

Management Review (Fineman, 2006a, 2006b; 

by negativity in its various guises. Consequently, it

Roberts, 2006). Readers who are already familiar

would not be too wide of the mark to ally the positive

with these texts will find strong echoes in this

organizational scholarship movement to a more gen-

chapter and for those who have yet to come across

eral concern with the role of emotionality in everyday

Fineman and Roberts’ exchange of views, they can

life and, more specifically, the ‘‘pursuit of happiness.’’

be read as complementary detail to the broader, 

As Warr (2007) reminds us, happiness and striving

more fundamental arguments presented here. In

for ‘‘the good life’’ has fascinated philosophers, psy-

this chapter, then, I intend to contest positive psy-

chologists, and social commentators since the dawn of

chology’s basic assumptions, with particular refer-

time and is explicitly enshrined as an ‘‘inalienable

ence

to

workplace

and

organizational

life. 

right’’ in the American constitution of 1776 (Warr

Specifically, I address two issues:

2007, p. 7). Even in societies without such a staunch

Is it possible (and productive) to separate and

commitment to the right to the ‘‘pursuit of happi-

cultivate positive states/ traits over negative ones? 

ness,’’ as Billig (2005, p. 13) observes, ‘‘fun has

and

become an imperative and humour is seen as a neces-

Is striving toward excellence prima facie a good

sary quality for being human.’’ We can certainly

thing? 

debate the extent to which the states of positivity, 

happiness, and fun differ in their nuances, and fol-

As such, I ask the ‘‘big’’ questions about positive

lowing Aristotle we probably can agree that ‘‘the good

psychology rather than dwell on the critical issues
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thrown up by the minutiae of encouraging positivity

Positivity and ‘‘Homo Sentimentalis’’ at

in the workplace. 

Work

Before I turn to these, however, it is important to

As alluded to above, I would argue that positive

note that I am writing from a sociological, rather than

psychology’s application in the workplace is part of a

psychological stance and defining ‘‘organization(s)’’ as

movement that seeks to re-center corporate life on

symbiotic social institutions, ‘‘without walls,’’ that

emotional themes (Illouz, 2007, p. 16). Part of a

exist inseparably from their environments, rather

wider trend suggesting the ascendancy of emotion-

than bounded discrete entities unaffected by the

ality in all spheres of life (in the first world at least), it

socio-cultural milieu they exist within (Strati, 2001). 

is possible to regard the fields of positive organiza-

Throughout the chapter, I trace lines outward from

tional behavior and positive organizational scholar-

the (artificial) confines of the organizational sphere

ship in particular to be the current state of play—the

and draw in commentary on the drivers and impacts

latest tool—in the development of what Eva Illouz

of positivity in everyday life. Furthermore, many of

(2007) refers to as ‘‘emotional capitalism’’ which she

my ideas resonate with post-structuralist schools of

defines as:

thought that emphasize discourse as the prime

mechanism by which social life is performed and

a culture in which emotional and economic discourses

rest on decentered notions of power, self, truth, and

and practices mutually shape each other, thus

meaning. Consequently, I am less than persuaded by

producing . . . a broad, sweeping movement in which

the ‘‘scientific measurement’’ approaches to metho-

affect is made an essential aspect of economic behavior

dology employed by positive organizational scholars, 

and in which emotional life—especially that of the

and indeed in psychology more broadly, that attempt

middle classes—follows the logic of economic relations

to establish essential individual and contextual char-

and exchange. (Illouz, 2007, p. 5)

acteristics in order to ‘‘discover the truth.’’ On these

At the root of these developments, Illouz (2007)

grounds alone I have no doubt that many readers of

places the emergence of an aesthetically and spiri-

this volume will discount the points I raise here as at

tually attuned emotional actor—‘‘homo sentimen-

best epistemologically ‘‘misguided’’ or just plain

talis.’’ This ‘‘new’’ form of humanity is not one who

‘‘wrong.’’ Working across disciplines always carries

is at liberty to spontaneously express all the emotions

this caveat and with this in mind, I am not trying to

they feel as and when they feel like it, but rather, one

‘‘disprove’’ approaches in POS/ POB, nor debunk the

who expects and is expected to ‘‘work’’ on their

accuracy or integrity of their methods, per se. Instead, 

emotions in socially sanctioned ways in order to

I wish to problematize some of the foundations upon

achieve

personal

gain. 

Importantly, 

and

in

which the disciplines are built, calling into question

common with positive psychology, this ‘‘emotion

the ethical, cultural, and indeed ontological bases of

work’’ is tethered to the goal of self-actualization—

positivity and ‘‘the good life’’ as I note above. 

striving to be better than one currently believes one

The chapter proceeds as follows. I begin by

is—and stems from the development of therapeutic

locating positive psychology as a contemporary

cultures in North America and latterly the UK. This

development of the emotionalization of everyday

is fundamentally linked to career possibilities and

and organizational life, suggesting that individual

desirable workplace characteristics as noted above, 

and social worth is increasingly dependent on the

which also serves the organizational interest as well. 

appropriate mobilization of emotional resources and

As evidence of this, Furedi (2004) notes how

that this is particularly so in work and employment. I

everyday language is increasingly littered with

then consider the effects of such a development

terms borrowed from psychotherapy; for example, 

where the over-riding requirement is to ‘‘accentuate

children are reported as suffering from ‘‘stress,’’

the positive’’ (Fineman, 2006b) in this project, 

nations are in ‘‘trauma’’ after accidents and acts of

drawing on authors who argue that some degree of

violence, and politicians speak of ‘‘closure’’ in rela-

negativity is not only necessary for healthy psycho-

tion to past practices and regimes. As the title of

logical function, but that it is inevitable. The final

Illouz’s (2007) text suggests, nowhere has this been

section of the chapter continues this theme and

more marked than in the sphere of economic

conjectures that positive psychology might actually

activity. 

accentuate the negative through its operation as a

This is not an a-historical epoch, however. 

therapeutic discourse and I conclude by summar-

Emotions have preoccupied management science

izing and projecting possible effects of adopting the

since the inception of ‘‘management’’ as a distinct

mantra of positivity in an advanced capitalist age. 

activity in the late nineteenth century. Initially as
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anomalies to be ignored or ‘‘designed out’’ of the

enabler of a happier, more productive, more profitable

‘‘rational corporate machine’’ (Taylor, 1911; Weber

workforce (e.g., Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2002). This

1947) and then as a distinct branch of organization

movement is founded on the basis of self-actualization

studies—the Human Relations school of manage-

and attainment of ‘‘peak experiences’’ drawn from

ment, instigated by Mayo’s (1946) Hawthorne

transpersonal psychology (Bell & Taylor, 2004)

experiments. This latter movement caught the atten-

and, I would argue, shares similarities with positive

tion of academics and managers especially, as it

psychology. 

highlighted the potential productive benefits of con-

Unsurprisingly, academics have analyzed the

sidering employees’ emotional well-being—for

effects of this increasingly required emotional-aes-

example, individuals’ need for sociability, attention

thetic-spiritual engagement with work, emphasizing

from their superiors, and a general desire for recog-

the far-reaching but complex implications of affect-

nition, achievement, and belonging. It provided fer-

related management in the workplace (Bell & Taylor, 

tile ground for the germination of the idea that

2004; Bolton, 2004; Carr & Hancock, 2003; 

winning the ‘‘hearts and minds’’ of employees in an

Fineman, 1993, 2000, 2003). In sum, while such

ever-competitive environment is the best route to

developments appear to re-humanize the experience

organizational success. 

of work for many people, they are simultaneously

The assumption, here, is that people do their best

oppressive and exploitative forms of labor. I argue

when they genuinely want to, for intrinsic pleasure

that this appropriation of affective states and traits is

and not because they are engaging in a rational, 

the first, and most fundamental, cause for concern in

perhaps dispassionate, effort-reward bargain. The

relation to positive psychology in the workplace. 

resulting explosion of interest in corporate culture

According to theorists sympathetic to the Frankfurt

from the mid-1980s onward (Deal & Kennedy, 

School of Critical Theory (see for example, Willmott, 

1982, 2000; Peters & Waterman, 1982; Schein, 

1993; Parker, 2002) the capitalist mode of productive

1992) is testament to the vigorously growing field

organization is inherently exploitative on the basis

these modest seeds sowed and mainstream organiza-

that workers are never fully compensated for the

tion theory now regards emotions as an obvious—

fruits of their labor—some of their efforts generate

and legitimate—asset to be shaped for competitive

the profits that owners of the means of production are

advantage, a malleable managerial resource in a

entitled to appropriate because they wield greater

world where staff must ‘‘really mean’’ their smiles, 

ideological and/or legitimate power (Marx, 1928). 

endure angry telephone calls with grace and

Consequently, under such conditions it becomes

patience, provide excellent customer ‘‘care’’ and

desirable for owners (and managers acting as their

‘‘love’’ their company, for instance (Goleman, 

agents) to secure as much effort from workers for

1998; Barsoux, 1993; Deal & Kennedy, 2000; 

minimum reward so as to maximize the level of

Hochschild, 1983). In addition, the sharpened

surplus (profit) that it is possible to extract. From

focus on emotional matters in organizational life

this exceedingly potted summary, it should be pos-

has begun to generate further avenues of affective

sible to see how using affect as a motivational resource

consideration. For example, attention has turned to

benefits contemporary organizations. If organizations

aesthetic matters of beauty, style, identity, and ‘‘vibe’’

can get their workforce to think positively, be satisfied

in constructing the right organizational ‘‘look and

and happy, have fun in their work, be fulfilled and

feel.’’ The symbolism of brands and the aesthetic

intrinsically motivated on the basis of feelings of

styling of products and service encounters attempt

aesthetic pleasure and/or spiritual commitment, this

to engender favorable emotional responses in custo-

costs organizations very little with huge potential

mers, investors, and staff alike in order to foster

benefit. When the workforce works for the love of

commitment to the organization and/or its offerings

their jobs and the love of their organization, expensive

(Schmitt & Simonson, 1997; Postrel, 2003; 

reward strategies, high wages and/ or shorter working

Nickson et al., 2003). In academic research too, 

days, weeks, years . . . whatever, recede in importance

some scholars are rejecting traditional positivist

as alluded to above. 

modes of inquiry into organizational life in favor of

I return to the implications of this valorization

empathetic, aesthetic engagement with research sites

process in the ‘‘Conclusion’’ section of the chapter, 

in order to shed light on the affective experience of

but for now, we can suggest positive psychology’s

work in emotionally suffused organizations. In par-

ideas find resonance in the development of contem-

allel to this we are also seeing a groundswell of interest

porary emotional capitalism and represent one of the

in issues of spirituality in the workplace—as an

latest attempts to harness emotional force for the good
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of organizations and individuals alike. On the face of Others, from within psychology itself, have found

it this can hardly be seen as a negative thing. 

links between negative states and positive outcomes

However, in the next section I consider the under-

suggesting that focusing solely on positivity might

currents of these developments in a more critical light

miss some important ingredients in the production

and suggest that the positive psychology movement

of positive outcomes. Rank and Frese (2008), for

might generate more negativity than it appears. 

example, review a range of studies that found positive

correlations between negative moods and increased

Postemotionality—The Necessity of

innovation and creativity. The broad argument here is

Negativity

that feeling positive can lead to apathy because one is

An alternative view on the contemporary ascen-

already in a state of satisfaction, whereas feeling nega-

dancy of positive emotions in contemporary society

tive can be a spur to action leading to new ideas and

is put forward by Me˘strovic´ (1997), who argues that

solutions. Likewise, they also found that employees

we are witnessing what he regards as a horrifying

who imagined positive future states, that is, had opti-

trend toward ‘‘postemotionality,’’ which he defines

mistic views of the future did less well than those who

variously but which is succinctly encapsulated in this

took a more realistic view, which contradicts previous

definition: ‘‘the manipulation of emotion by self and

findings on ‘‘fantasy realisation’’ (Oettingen & Mayer, 

others into a bland, mechanical, mass produced, yet

2002). Although I am not able to do the detail of

oppressive, ethic of niceness.’’ (Me˘strovic´, p. 44, my

these ideas justice here, this hints at the possibility

emphasis). He argues that increasing technological

that not only are negative emotions necessary for

rationalization, mass mediation, and aestheticization

catharsis, as Me˘strovicárgues, they might actually

are re-valuing emotion. Emotion is only appropriate

form the basis of more positive outcomes. In turn, 

if it is ‘‘outer-directed’’ rather than ‘‘inner-directed’’

this suggests that it may be problematic to divorce

and thus emotion becomes an object for display, 

positive and negative states in looking at positive

increasingly mobilized for social effect, less and less

behaviors at work, as Fineman also (2006a) notes. 

authentic but more and more amenable to control as

The notion of inseparability underpins Craib’s

it is reduced to ‘‘quasi-intellectual phenomena’’

(1994) thesis that disappointment is a vital experience

(Me˘strovic´, p. 38). Here we can certainly see reso-

in the healthy development of the adult psyche and an

nances with Luthans et al.’s PsyCap interventions

integral part of all hope and optimism—without the

(2006, 2007), Goleman’s notion of ‘‘emotional

risk of disappointment we cannot have a hope that it

intelligence’’ (1998), and any other of the attempts

will not occur—the two are immanent. Writing from

to ‘‘scientize’’ emotion by reducing experience and

a psychoanalytical perspective, he argues that the

feelings to measurements on scales ready for glossily

operation of the human mind always involves conflict

packaged prescription. Importantly, Me˘strovic´’s

as different courses of action are weighed up against

thesis is that these barely felt, inauthentic emotions

each other and that this ‘‘internal committee’’ causes

that one needs to display or repress according to

anxiety from which action flows. Anxiety is rarely

social convention block the cathartic channels that

regarded as a positive state, I would suggest, and yet

ensure real emotional health. In other words, we

without it we would be unable to act, positively or

cannot have true positivity without the negativity

otherwise. Indeed, Craib (1994, p. 168) goes so far as

that clears the way for it to exist. Ironically, the ever-

to say that ‘‘visions of the omnipotent, self-con-

present need to engage in ‘‘politically correct’’ other-

structing self maintain fantasies of infancy into adult

directed emotional displays leads to negativity, or

life.’’ Or, put another way, individuals who are

‘‘compassion fatigue.’’ In the present case, we

‘‘driven’’ by a strong sense of self-efficacy toward

might liken this to an inability to feel truly positive

their future, positively striving to reach pre-deter-

and happy because one is exhausted from being

mined goals are actually emotionally immature, in

made to feel positive and happy, much as

the same way that the infant begins life believing

Hochschild’s (1983) airline cabin crew experienced

they are the center of the universe and the sole

psychological distress from the ‘‘deep emotional

object of the mother’s attention. This seems quite a

acting’’ they were required to perform as part of

damning observation for the positive psychology

their roles caring for passengers as if they were

movement in general and casts serious doubt on the

friends and/or guests in their own home. Finally, a

health implications such endeavors. In sum, and

further frustrating twist, as Me˘strovic´ (1997, p. xv)

importantly, as Craib argues, negative feelings are

puts it, is that ‘‘one cannot get really indignant at this

normal—part of a correctly functioning, well adjusted

new form because it has a nice face.’’

psyche—and consequently, ‘‘we can only make life

W A R R E N
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better if we can recognise and incorporate the dark

here and can be illuminated by the above discussion

side, the side of disappointment and death. 

of postemotionality. Firstly, all positive approaches

Paradoxically, the more we deny this, the more diffi-

to organization studies emphasize the importance of

cult our lives become’’ (Craib, 1994, p. viii). And, as

redressing the balance between ‘‘deficit’’ studies of

he goes on to elucidate later in his book, in focusing

behavior at work and those that draw attention to

on solely positive states, ‘‘we might as well try to cut

the positive. With regard to psychology, it is an oft-

off one side of a sheet of paper—we end up with

repeated lament that too much emphasis has been

nothing; a sort of sanitised polite world that is brave

placed on dysfunction and the abnormal in human

and new.’’ (Craib, 1994, p. 178). 

behavior (Seligman, 2005). Indeed, this is positive

To be fair, these are also criticisms leveled from

psychology’s raison d’eˆtre, its foundational ratio-

within the positivity movement itself and as Roberts

nale—and I would agree that it is a sound one

(2006) cautions, scholars need to be wary of creating a

since good science should be thorough in its remit. 

false dichotomy. To this end, King et al. (2004) note

But, what proponents fail to acknowledge is that the

the importance of negative events in achieving

study of positivity is itself based on a deficit model

maturity, Luthans et al. (2007) locate ‘‘resilience’’ as

because it is based on an assumption that things can

a key element of PsyCap and stress it can only be

be improved if only we knew more about what makes

achieved by exposure and adaptation to difficult and

people thrive, have vigor, resilience, hope, and the

challenging events, and Simmons and Nelson’s

wherewithal to excel in their jobs as summarized by

(2007) holistic model of workplace stress demon-

Roberts (2006, p. 294), when she simply states that

strates that positive (eustress) and negative stress are

‘‘[t]he call for positive scholarship is grounded in an

merely differential potential responses to the same

implicit desire to enhance the quality of life for

trigger and as such their classification as eustress or

individuals who work within and are affected by

otherwise is arbitrary. This latter observation connects

organizations.’’ The aim is still to make things

with the other criticism that Fineman (2006a) eluci-

better, and so what is the difference between

dates—what counts as positive in the first place? It is

moving from ‘‘negative’’ to ‘‘normal’’ or ‘‘negative’’

easy enough to construct a lengthy list of traits, states, 

to ‘‘positive’’ in the deficit models the movement is

and feelings which might be labeled ‘‘positive’’ but

keen to distance itself from, and moving from ‘‘posi-

what do these actually look like in different people, 

tive’’ to ‘‘excelling,’’ which is what positive organiza-

national cultures, organizational cultures, time-

tional scholarship strives to enable people to do? And

frames, circumstances, and so on? The overwhelming

once again, we can call into question, who really

majority of writers on positive organizational scholar-

benefits here? As established earlier, organizations

ship are North American, and I would argue that this

stand to gain tremendously from driven, engaged, 

is more than coincidence. As I noted above, America

optimistic, resilient employees. But what of the

has an explicit commitment to ensuring its citizens

employees whose quality of life would be enhanced

have an unencumbered right to pursue happiness. 

by less engagement, commitment, time, and so on, 

Furthermore, its business culture is one of individual

with their organization, or who choose to employ

achievement-oriented excellence, which is evident in

these qualities in other areas of their lives? 

the close alignment of positivity with individual and

Deriving from Carl Rogers and Abraham

organizational success. As Lopez et al. (2005, p. 701)

Maslow’s related work on human potential and

note, ‘‘there has been little effort to highlight the

Maslow’s concept of ‘‘eupsychian management’’

cultural factors that influence health and the meaning

(see Hancock & Tyler, 2004; Payne 2000; & 

of the good life.’’ Although these things have been

Illouz, 2007, for overviews) the positive psychology

noted by proponents of the positive psychology

movement has an explicit commitment to ‘‘making

movement and Lopez et al. (2005) go on to urge

people better’’ in whatever field it is applied—here, 

caution against the tendency to prescribe a one size

organizations and ‘‘wellness’’ in working life. 

fits all approach to defining positivity, they remain

Importantly for my purposes here, behaviors geared

important issues in the debate. 

toward wellness become naturalized and the perva-

siveness of this therapeutic approach to working on

The Tyranny of Wellness in the Therapeutic

oneself for self-improvement and so-called self-

Organization

actualization, in turn, further serve to legitimate its

Notwithstanding the above, important points, 

normality (see Furedi, 2004). Indeed, as discourses

there are two other ways in which negativity and

of self-improvement become increasingly normal-

positivity interact which seem to have been missed

ized it becomes harder to find the language to resist
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them. Any attempt to do so is often met with incre-

a stimulus can only be identified (and indeed defined)

dulity that anyone should want to consider not

contextually as something apprehended by a sense

improving one’s lot—even when that lot appears

organ against an existing background of sensation, 

quite satisfactory. I would argue that positive psy-

continual stimulation necessitates continual change . . . 

chology has positioned itself as a major player in this

it follows from this that the capacity to experience

endeavor and to develop this point, in what follows, 

pleasure repeatedly from the sensations derived from

I critically sketch out resemblances between positive

activities is threatened by too frequent or too extended

psychology’s goal of optimal, peak performance and

exposure to them. (Campbell, 1987, p. 63)

psychotherapy’s

rhetoric

of

self-improvement. 

This chimes with Me˘strovic´’s (1997) claims that

Indeed, as Seligman (2005, p. 6), a founding father

overstimulation leads to a kind of apathy toward

of the field, stresses ‘‘positive psychology, albeit

‘‘genuine’’ pleasures and connects with Fineman’s

intuitive and inchoate, is a major effective ingredient

(2006a) note that positive experiences in organiza-

in therapy as it is now done.’’

tions are often spontaneous, freely given, and self-

My point here is that far from shifting attention

authored occurrences of kindness or moments of

away from abnormal functioning, positive psy-

brilliance that defy measurement or formulaic expla-

chology seems to create situations where otherwise

nation (see also Warren & Fineman, 2007). Perhaps

normal behaviors are recast as deficient. The ‘‘ther-

more importantly still, positivity seems to pave the

apeutic narrative’’ as Illouz (2007, p. 47) explains, 

way for a thoroughly miserable life, constantly

‘‘[is] tautologiucal, for, once an emotional state is

striving to be better than one is and longing for a

defined as healthy and desirable, all behaviours or

self-yet-to-come. 

states which fall short of this ideal point not only to

Furthermore, as Furedi (2004, p. 21) points out, 

unconscious emotions preventing one from reaching

the therapeutic narrative creates the illusion that the

health, but also to a secret desire to run away from

‘‘self is distinctly fragile and feeble’’ and in need of

it.’’ In the case of positive psychology, such a narra-

help. Conveniently, this help comes in the form of

tive can only function by positioning all ‘‘less than

psychologists who can show us the way to enlight-

optimal’’ states as negative, but paradoxically it is

enment, and their market is potentially limitless. As

only the insistence on attaining a more positive

both Furedi (2004) and Illouz (2007) stress, thera-

state that constructs this definition, as Illouz

peutic narratives permeate all spheres of life, from

(2007, p. 52, my emphasis) eloquently summarizes, 

the schooling of our children, the management of

‘‘it structurally makes one understand one’s own life

our romantic relationships, our relationships with

as a generalised dysfunction in order precisely to

ourselves, the operation of the media, politics, and

overcome it.’’

here, in our careers and working lives too. Add to

This is perhaps my greatest concern with the

this the democratizing facet of therapy (we are all

positive psychology movement—that it constructs

‘‘not good enough,’’ we all have ‘‘issues,’’ everyone

the individual as ‘‘sick,’’ as described above, but it

can ‘‘improve’’) and ‘‘recovery has become an enor-

does so under the guise of ‘‘positivity.’’ By trying to

mously lucrative business and a flourishing industry’’

show the routes to the pleasures of self-actualization, 

(Illouz, 2007, p. 42). I assume that Luthans et al.’s

it simultaneously shows us all that we are lacking if

(2007) PsyCap intervention doesn’t come for free. 

are not committed to striving to attain an optimal

self-to-come, which returns me to the discussion of

postemotionality above. If we take positivity to its

Conclusion

logical endpoint and assume that it achieves the goal

As I note above, it is increasingly difficult to argue

stated by Roberts above, then would organizational

against the logic of positive approaches couched as

members think themselves truly self-actualized, full

they are in a well-embedded (North American) cul-

of hope, optimism, vigor, thriving in their environ-

tural belief system that states self-improvement (here

ments and excelling in their work? Or would this

read: organizational improvement) is indisputably a

become the new status quo, meaning these same

good thing. Under such circumstances, all that can

highly motivated owners of high PsyCap took their

be done is to pick holes in the mask that hides the

situation for granted and were just as disgruntled as

possibility that it may not be. Here I have attempted

before? My point is well illustrated by Campbell’s

to unmask positive psychology altogether by

(1987) discussion of modern hedonism. He suggests

showing how it generates negativity under the pro-

that pleasure, by its very nature, must be transient

mise of the positive. I hope to have shown how—as a

because, 

development of ‘‘emotional capitalism’’—positive
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psychology in the workplace firstly ignores the

power struggles that characterize working life, 

importance of negativity in the concept of well-

resulting in unwelcome and untenable demands

being and secondly, that it overplays the importance

being made on employees. Could it be that, as

of positivity in positive outcomes. Furthermore, I

Craib (1994) postulates, in striving to create super-

have suggested that positive psychology is closely

positive ‘‘non-failing’’ environments, we make our-

related to a wider ‘‘therapy culture,’’ which positions

selves appear better than we are by projecting nega-

many ordinary, normal people as abnormal, or at

tive traits away from ourselves? If this is true, positive

best in need of professional help—whether in the

psychology might unwittingly be providing the

form of therapists, or self-help manuals. 

apparatus for a kind of ‘‘organizational projection’’

Many of the points I have made here are well-

whereby the organization remains blameless and

rehearsed arguments and ones I have used to critique

appears saintly in ‘‘allowing’’ its staff to learn how

the emergence of workplace fun, regimes of play, 

to flourish, rather than recognized for generating the

and the instrumental use of humor in the workplace

conditions for negativity to take such deep-rooted

elsewhere (Warren, 2005b; Warren & Fineman, 

hold in the first place. 

2007). But here, I think the point is worth repeating:

In closing this chapter, the following recommen-

positive psychology’s application in the workplace

dations are made in terms of future research and

aims not only to make life ‘‘better’’ for individuals, 

practice:

but its objective is to increase organizational gain, in

the form of higher productivity, reduced attrition, 

Directions for Future Research:

absence, greater employee commitment, and the

• Conduct research that explores the potentially

attraction of the ‘‘best,’’ highly skilled workers. 

positive role of so-called negative states; 

This is not problematic in itself, perhaps, except

• Qualitative understanding of employee

when we pause to consider the effects of affective

experiences of ‘‘positivity training’’ is needed to

engagement with one’s work/ employer as a primary

nuance the debate and explore the implicit

source of identity, self-esteem, happiness, fulfilment, 

assumption that fostering positivity is good for all; 

pleasure, and activity. As Bauman (1998) notes, 

• Cross-cultural research to study the ethical

what happens when the company in whom we

applicability

of

positive

psychology

in

less

have put all our emotional stock-in-trade decides

individualistic and/or work-oriented countries. 

we are surplus to requirements? How do we cope

when our bodies refuse to support our devotion to

Implications for Practice

work through excessive working hours, stress, or

• Be mindful of the wider organizational

other such physical pressure? What will be left

structures that induce negativity among employees

when our organization saps our joie de vivre, estran-

rather than positioning the individual and their

ging us from our families or from the possibility of

coping mechanisms solely at the center of positive

an actualized self unrelated to the corporate

psychology; 

machine? 

• Recognize that positive psychology is still

This last point is an important one. Positive

based on a discourse of ‘‘lack’’ and that it is aimed

psychology’s principles when applied to the work-

at

so-called

improvement, 

not

at

merely

place intimately link the development of human

understanding positivity. 

potential to an organizational agenda. All the quali-

• Greater cognizance and acceptance that

ties and states outlined by Roberts (2006) and other

employee well-being may not (and should not)

exponents of POS/ POB (e.g., Nelson & Cooper, 

always maximize organizational gain. 

2007) are aimed at making life better at work. How

does this square with the contemporary panic about

work-life balance that seems to be persuading pro-
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C H A P T E R

26 Building Positive Organizations

Nicola Garcea, Susan Harrington, and P. Alex Linley

Abstract

In this concluding chapter, we draw together many of the themes that have emerged throughout the volume in relation to positive psychology and work. The chapter begins by noting that positive psychology approaches should not be treated simply as another ‘‘fix’’ for organizational problems, but instead will deliver their greatest promise when they are also used to ‘‘build and grow.’’ We then go on to take the lens of work psychologists and consultants, HR and L&D practitioners, leaders, managers and individual employees themselves, considering the impact and opportunity of positive psychology approaches on each of these constituencies. The chapter concludes by broadening the lens to explore how positive psychology might shape the future of social business, mirroring and extending cultural trends in both employees and consumers alike for the organizational impetus to be about corporate responsibility and social contribution, in addition to profit. 

Keywords: Positive psychology, organizations, HR, L&D, leaders, managers, employees, social business In this concluding chapter, our aim is to provide a

seen to exist between academia and practice. Yet, 

framework to understand the impact of positive

positive psychology seems to transcend this usual

psychology on the different constituencies involved

divide. Our aspiration is that the chapters in this

in building positive organizations. Drawing on the

Oxford Handbook will continue to fuel this transition

research collated in this Oxford Handbook, we hope

from research to practice, and from practice to

to provide points of navigation for researchers, prac-

research. 

titioners, and HR professionals, who are striving to

Equally, we are mindful of Warren’s critique of

build, sustain, and embed positive psychology prin-

positive psychology (Chapter 25, this volume), 

ciples and approaches into their work and

which examines whether our research and inter-

throughout their organizations. 

ventions have become imbalanced. Warren asks

As we have worked on this volume, it has become

the question of whether we have misinterpreted

clear to us how quickly positive psychology as a field

the fundamental assumptions and approach of

of both research and practice has gained momentum. 

positive psychology research. In doing so, she

As chartered psychologists consulting with organiza-

raises the issue of our applying positive psychology

tions, we have noted with interest the speed with

approaches to organizational problems, ques-

which positive psychology has extended from research

tioning if by doing so we are generating another

and into practice. One of the criticisms often aimed at

organizational bandaid, rather than providing the

work psychology as a discipline is the gulf that is often

genuine enhancer of organizational performance
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and individual well-being that positive psychology

Positive Psychology, Work Psychologists, 

offers. This is a very valid point, and is likely

and Consultants

shaped largely by the entry route of positive psy-

As a discipline, work psychology has been criticized

chology into organizations: the telephone call that

by its own practitioners for failing to deliver on its

essentially says ‘‘We have a problem, can you help

promise (Anderson, Herriott, & Hodgkinson, 2001; 

us to fix it?’’ It may be too much to ask that this

Hill, 2003). Despite warnings regarding the inevitable

status quo could ever be transcended—but more

limitations of seeing work psychology through an

fundamentally, does it need to be? If being a

exclusively positive lens (Fineman, 2006), positive

problem-solving fix is one of the entry routes for

psychology has already been criticized for ‘‘emotional

positive psychology into organizations, then so be

capitalism’’ and ‘‘providing the apparatus for a kind of

it—as practitioners, we still have myriad opportu-

‘‘organizational projection,’’ whereby the organizations

nities for using positive psychology—in both

remain blameless and appear saintly in ‘‘allowing’’ its

approach and application—to go far beyond the

staff to learn how to flourish, rather than recognized for

‘‘fix’’ mentality to embrace more of the ‘‘build and

operating the conditions for negativity to take such a

grow’’ mentality that may be more fitting for

deep rooted hold in the first place (Warren, Chapter

positive psychology. 

25, this volume). 

Warren’s and Fineman’s warnings are not

Positive Psychology in Organizations:

unfounded and serve as a reminder to all practi-

Where Next and with Whom? 

tioners working in this area about the importance

Our work on this volume has also raised a

of taking a blended approach when introducing

number of questions for us as editors regarding the

positive psychology into a corporate setting. In our

next steps for positive psychology, and in particular, 

experience of working as consultants at CAPP, it has

its applications to organizational life. It also asks

been critical to us that we can draw on both long-

questions of organizations and the individuals who

standing occupational psychology best practice, 

work within them, and who are able to influence

while blending this with contemporary positive psy-

strategy and direction. There are several consistent

chology approaches. 

themes that emerge across these chapters, themes

Since its inception, CAPP has been supporting

that relate to positive emotion; employees’ needs

organizations to identify, develop, and deploy positive

for challenge and meaning; authenticity; self-aware-

and strengths-based applications. Strengths, a key

ness; and finally (although this is not an exhaustive

emphasis in positive psychology, have been promoted

list), the role of line managers, leaders, and organiza-

through the work of the Gallup Organization (e.g., 

tions themselves, in embedding positive psychology

Buckingham & Clifton, 2001) and through the devel-

into the organizational heartbeat on a daily, weekly, 

opment of the VIA Classification of Strengths

monthly, and yearly basis. 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Extending these

In this concluding chapter, our aim is to offer

approaches, Linley (2008, p. 9) defined a strength as, 

ideas and suggestions for how organizations can

‘‘a pre-existing capacity for a particular way of

draw on the pioneering research of positive psy-

behaving, thinking, or feeling that is authentic and

chology in order to develop positive workplaces. 

energising to the user, and enables optimal func-

We will draw on our own experiences as positive

tioning, development and performance,’’ and it is this

psychology researchers and practitioners, and share

definition and approach that has underpinned our

some of our own client work at the Centre of

work at CAPP. 

Applied Positive Psychology (CAPP). In doing so, 

At the dawn of positive psychology, strengths were

we will structure the chapter by adopting the lens of

often seen as a direct contrast to more traditional

the people who each have a role to play in supporting

methods, such as competencies. In our experience, 

this development: the psychologists and consultants; 

however, this can be misleading, since when one com-

the

Human

Resources

and

Learning

and

pares what we are seeking to achieve through strengths, 

Development experts; leaders; managers; and

it is not a world apart from McClelland’s original work

employees themselves. Finally, we broaden our lens

on competencies (McClelland, 1973)—which in itself

to explore the potential contributions of positive

has been challenged by subsequent evidence (Barrett & 

psychology in the wider business arena, through

Depinet, 1991). For us, the most significant difference

looking at how it might inform developments in

is that strengths tend to be more granular, and the

corporate responsibility and the newly-emerging

observer of strengths explicitly takes account of beha-

world of social business. 

viors such as energy and authenticity. 
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Recruiting for strengths requires a rigorous job

on to explore below, these are the weaknesses that

analysis, similar (but not identical) to that used to

need to be most effectively managed to make them

established competencies. For us, it is important to

irrelevant. 

recognize both when, and why, a competency-based

Unexposed weaknesses are those weaknesses that

approach falls down. Typically, this is because com-

could trip you if the situation or context changed, 

petencies have diverged from McClelland’s original

but at the moment that are safely irrelevant to what

intentions, and have instead, in a futile quest for

you need to deliver. As long as they are kept that

unachievable simplicity and universal applicability, 

way, they can be safely ignored. But if the situation

have become diluted to generic behaviors that span

changes and they are pushed into the foreground

across an organization (Shippmann et al., 2000). 

(becoming exposed weaknesses) then they will need

Generic frameworks do not have the predictive

to be managed quickly and effectively if performance

validity of specific role-based competencies, and yet

is not to be undermined. 

organizations often unwittingly use them as if they

As this model reveals, we place substantial

do—and then wonder why the approach isn’t

emphasis on your unrealized strengths being your

working. 

greatest area for development. We do not believe it is

For this reason, we are committed to taking a

enough to simply know your strengths and use them

role-by-role approach to mapping strengths to per-

more. In our experience, few people know how to

formance-related role outcomes, and it is this rig-

use their strengths more, and managers certainly are

orous methodology, together with our application of

not always equipped with the language or expertise

strengths methodologies, that has led to the suc-

to recognize or grow strengths in themselves or in

cesses we have seen (e.g., Isherwood, 2008; 

others. 

Stefanyszyn, 2007). 

In the Realise2 model, there is an explicit focus

We also believe that it is fundamental that orga-

on weaknesses—and what we need to do about

nizations understand and work with weaknesses—

them. First of all, in line with the principle of

dealing with them honestly and head-on, rather than

authenticity, we believe in referring to weaknesses

dressing them up as the ubiquitous but facetious

as ‘‘weaknesses.’’ It never fails to surprise us how

‘‘areas for development.’’ As the strengths research

many organizations have invested in ‘‘honest perfor-

suggests, an individual’s greatest area of growth and

mance conversation’’ workshops, and yet have failed

potential are in their strengths—particularly their

to empower their managers to use the word ‘‘weak-

unrealized strengths, as we go on to explore below. 

ness,’’ plumping instead for the more politically

This one fact alone has shifted the scales on people

correct euphemism of ‘‘areas for development.’’

development to place a greater emphasis on

Through our Making Weaknesses Irrelevant model

strengths. For us, this does not mean a straight

(Linley, 2008), we provide individuals with an

swing of the pendulum from weaknesses to

understanding of how they can manage their weak-

strengths. It does mean, however, that people devel-

nesses, with the eventual aim of making them irre-

opment should be viewed differently. 

levant (see Figure 26.1). 

At CAPP, we have developed a four-stage model

Another question we are often asked by our clients

of

Realized

Strengths, 

Unrealized

Strengths, 

is ‘‘Where should we begin?’’ CAPP has certainly had

Unexposed Weaknesses, and Exposed Weaknesses

success introducing strengths-based and positive

(see www.realise2.org). 

approaches at both grass-roots (bottom up, e.g., 

Realized strengths are those strengths that you

Stefanyszyn, 2007) and board level (top down, e.g., 

recognize and use regularly—but there can still be

Smedley, 2007). Two things, however, have become

surprises here, in that there may be many things we

increasingly clear to us in our work. First, is that there is

have

as

strengths, 

but

which

we

don’t

not necessarily any right answer as to where is the best

automatically recognize and accept as such

place to begin—except the answer that is right for that

(Kaplan, 1999). 

organization at that time, with this ‘‘right answer’’

Unrealized strengths are those strengths that may

being shaped by myriad forces, factors, and considera-

be lying dormant in us, waiting for the opportunity

tions—all of which form an integral part of the initial

to arise or for the right situation to call them forth

consulting engagement at the outset. Second, is that

(Lyons & Linley, 2008). 

for organizational positive psychology and strengths-

Exposed weaknesses are those weaknesses that are

based approaches to really have traction, they need to

out in the open and causing you problems. As we go

be explicitly linked to—and designed to deliver—the
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Weakness identified:  Is it irrelevant ? 

YES

NO

MISSION ACCOMPLISHED! 

The weakness is made irrelevant

Role shaping

and is not undermining performance

OR? 

If effective

Complementary partnering

OR? 

If effective

Strengths-based team working

OR? 

If effective

Training and development

to mitigate weakness

Figure 26.1 Making weakness irrelevant. Adapted from Linley, A. (2008). Average to A+: Realising strengths in yourself and others. 

Coventry, UK: CAPP Press. Reproduced with permission. 

organizational strategy and objectives. When strengths

psychology is going to deliver on its promise, then

are aligned with strategic objectives, the right place to

we would suggest that it has the best chances of

begin often becomes obvious—and then the work of

doing so when it is considered as part of an inte-

application and implementation can rightly begin in

grated culture change process, rather than a faddish

earnest. 

quick fix. Pritchard’s research also highlights the

Together with this realization that positive psy-

importance of practitioners in supporting organiza-

chology and strengths-based applications are best

tions to embed and sustain positive work

applied in support of a clear organizational strategy, 

approaches, so that any interventions are maintained

it is also important to recognize that a positive work-

beyond the period of the implementation, and

place cannot be built through one-off activities in

become ingrained in the fabric of an organization, 

isolation, but only through an organization’s com-

ultimately becoming the status quo of ‘‘the way we

mitment to the process. For example, in a study

do things around here.’’

conducted

by

Pritchard

(2008), 

comparing

strengths-based team building events with team

Positive Psychology, HR, and Learning and

building events using approaches such as the

Development

MBTI, it was found that when participants took

If organizations are to embed the principles of

part in one-off strengths-based team builds, they

positive psychology within their organizations, there

achieved significantly higher ratings from partici-

will need to be a shift in thinking for HR and

pants immediately after the program; but post

Learning and Development (L&D) practitioners. 

training, a participant’s capacity to embed their

This will mean that for some, there will be a need

learning back into their work was significantly less

to move away from some of the approaches that they

successful than more traditional approaches. 

may have spent years introducing and embedding. 

This research should come as a warning to practi-

This being so, what would be the reasons for HR and

tioners who might automatically want to draw on

L&D practitioners to make this change? 

positive psychology approaches as a new way of

Increasing evidence shows that macro-level mea-

delivering team building events or one-off coaching

sures of employee well-being are positively related to

assignments (but see Grant and Spence, Chapter 14, 

performance, while workplace practices designed to

this volume, for the effective use of positive psy-

enhance employee well-being deliver significant

chology in organizational coaching). If positive

return on investment in terms of profitability and
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other desired business outcomes. For example, meta-

procedures with a view to which are conducive to a

analytic research on the often doubted ‘‘happy

positive organization. 

worker ¼ productive worker’’ hypothesis shows con-

The systems and practices requiring considera-

sistently significant relationships (r ¼ 0.3; Judge

tion would likely include attraction, recruitment, 

et al., 2001); employees who report more positive

induction, performance management, talent man-

than negative emotional states receive higher perfor-

agement, employee engagement, leadership develop-

mance ratings (Wright & Staw, 1999); and more

ment, pay and reward, diversity and inclusion, 

satisfied workers are more co-operative, helpful, punc-

disciplinary and grievance procedures, exit inter-

tual, and time-efficient, take fewer absences, and stay

views, and outplacement—quite simply, positive

longer with their organizations (Spector, 1997). 

psychological approaches to work have implications

In one of the most authoritative studies to date, 

for virtually every stage of the employee life-cycle

Harter, Schmidt, and Keyes (2003) analyzed the

(Linley & Page, 2007). While on paper this might

Gallup Workplace Audit results of nearly 200,000

appear like a significant gear shift, all of the organi-

respondents in over 8,000 business units, showing

zations with which we have worked in our con-

that business-unit outcomes—such as employee

sulting practice consider it to be a rewarding

turnover, customer loyalty, productivity, and profit-

journey upon which to embark, both for the orga-

ability—are influenced by the way that managers influ-

nizations and the individual employees that it

ence and address the issues of employee well-being and

touches, and both in terms of organizational finan-

engagement. Workplaces with engaged employees are

cial performance and personal and social fulfilment. 

better at retaining their employees, satisfying custo-

mers, and being productive and profitable. For

Positive Psychology and Leaders

example, business units in the top quartile on

Like their HR and Learning Development col-

employee engagement had 3 percent higher customer

leagues, business leaders are also developing strate-

loyalty, up to 29 percent lower staff turnover, $162k

gies for a future workplace that is going to be

higher revenue or sales, and produced up to 4 percent

remarkably different to anything that has been

more profit than units in the lowest quartile. Harter

before (Chartered Management Institute, 2008). 

et al. concluded that satisfying human needs in the

In the next 10 years, leaders will be expected to

workplace, such as clarifying desired outcomes and

work with significantly diverse populations, where

providing opportunities for individual fulfillment and

the age profile will be broader than it has ever been

growth, contributes to the success of the organization

before. Technology will continue to change the way

(see also Wagner & Harter, 2006). 

that we work and conduct business. The combina-

A recent evaluation of a strengths-based recruit-

tion of diverse employee needs, changes in tech-

ment process, introduced by Norwich Union

nology, and turbulent markets will all mean an

Insurance, also revealed that new-hire attrition

adaptation of leadership style and skill set. 

halved in the first six-month period that recruiting

Research is showing, however, that meeting the

for strengths was introduced (Stefanyszyn, 2007). 

needs of employees may be simpler than we would

Further, evaluations of the quality delivered to cus-

anticipate. A 7-year study of more than 3,000 cor-

tomers from the strengths-recruits versus the com-

porate leaders, by the Center for Creative

petencies-recruits, saw the strengths-recruits score

Leadership, found that employees of all ages want

significantly higher than their competencies-

similar things from their work, and that they share

recruited colleagues (Stefanyszyn, 2007). The results

common values about what matters most—namely, 

of this study also illustrate the critical role of piloting

family, respect, and trust (Deal, 2006). Across the

positive psychology methods against the procedures

chapters in this Oxford Handbook that examine posi-

or processes that the organization already has in

tive psychology and leadership, there are also a

place. 

number of reoccurring themes that offer a suggestion

Through the chapters included in this Oxford

of what is required from future leaders. 

Handbook, it is clear to see the potential of positive

Authentic leadership is not an exclusive theme of

psychology applications to all stages of the employee

positive psychology, but it is a recently researched

lifecycle. The journey for the HR and L&D experts

phenomenon. Part of this increased interest in authen-

will be one where they will need to evaluate the

ticity has likely been born out of society’s and the

degree to which they would wish their organizations

employee’s search for meaning and ethics. There has

to become positive workplaces. As part of this

never been more of a requirement for the employee to

journey, they will have to evaluate systems and

want to be led by a leader that they trust—likely
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reflecting increasing social disconnectedness and also But the one area which may be considered as

the recent scandals of corporate America (Bennis, 

almost the exclusive preserve of the leader (indeed, 

Goleman, O’Toole, & Biederman, 2008). And it is

often a distinguishing feature between leadership

not just employees who are seeking out the morality of

and management) is that of strategy development

the leaders: consumers are also more driven to purchase

and implementation. Earlier in this chapter, we

from companies and leaders who they consider demon-

stressed the importance of psychologists’ supporting

strate ethics and fairness (Hilton & Gibbons, 2002). 

organizations in developing the strategy and out-

It is becoming increasingly recognized that lea-

comes that they are seeking to achieve in developing

ders are what Naumann and Bennett (2000) have

a positive organization, and ensuring that positive

described as ‘‘climate engineers.’’ That is, whether

psychology and strengths-based interventions are

they like it or not, leaders and what they convey

explicitly linked to the delivery of these strategic

through their personality, values, beliefs, prefer-

objectives. 

ences, and behaviors, leave an indelible imprint on

The importance of strategy cannot be underesti-

the character of the organizations they lead (Hogan, 

mated when discussing the leadership role in a posi-

2007). As highlighted by Morris and Garrett

tive organization. Wooten and Cameron (Chapter 5, 

(Chapter 8, this volume), climate engineers do not

this

volume)

state

that, 

from

a

Positive

just determine how the employees that they touch

Organizational Scholarship (POS) perspective, at

will grow and develop—their shadow will also

the core of strategy is a work culture that enables

extend to affect the brand, clients, and customers, 

collective resourcefulness and generative dynamics

together with their reach and perception into their

that lead to positive states or outcomes (Barney, 

communities and the wider world. 

1986; Dutton & Glynn, 2007). Research has also

At CAPP, in our work with leaders, we have also

shown the benefit of leaders using an Appreciative

seen the benefit of strengths-based development as a

Inquiry (AI) methodology, in order to co-create a

means of supporting leaders to develop their authen-

vision-based strategy (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

ticity. As laid out in Linley’s (2008) definition of

2005). 

strengths, a key outcome is authenticity. This defini-

In our work at CAPP, we have supported orga-

tion, based on research conducted by Govindji and

nizations in developing their strengths-based and

Linley (2007), revealed that participants who used

positive organization strategy, through combining

their strengths more experienced higher levels of


both the principles of strengths-based development

authenticity. It is for this reason that we believe

with the key components of A.I. We have found that

that strengths identification can enhance authentic

this blended approach helps to build leaders’ and

leadership development. 

organizations’ confidence, creativity, and aspira-

This strengths knowledge can be achieved through

tions, together with considering their strategy in

various means, including strengths assessments, sys-

light of their individual and collective strengths. 

tematic observation of the activities that strengthen

The alignment of their collective strengths to the

you versus those that weaken you, or watching out for

strategy that they have developed as a team leads to

the telltale signs of strengths through what we have

significant buy-in, goal orientation, and delivery. 

called ‘‘strengthspotting’’ (Linley, 2008). In our

experience, this type of identification activity has

Positive Psychology and Managers

achieved the most significant results when it has

While it is the leadership team who set strategy, it

been part of a team or individual coaching program

is often the managers who translate the leaders’

(see, e.g., Woolston & Linley, 2008). 

organizational strategy into team objectives. As

Going hand-in-hand with the development of lea-

many of the chapters in this Oxford Handbook

dership authenticity, has been the research highlighting

show, the manager is often the linchpin in deter-

the benefits of leaders who evoke positive emotion. 

mining whether organizations succeed in becoming

Richardson and West (Chapter 19, this volume) high-

truly positive places to work. 

light several of the benefits of supportive leaders who

Unsurprisingly, it is the employee’s direct man-

inspire, provide role clarity, orchestrate effective inter-

ager who is most likely to impact upon the

dependent working, provide high levels of positive

employee’s satisfaction with their job, perception of

feedback, and coach team members to improve per-

the wider organization, and levels of engagement

formance. They bring a positive, confident, and opti-

(Buckingham & Coffman, 2001; Harter & 

mistic orientation to the team, and encourage positive

Blacksmith, Chapter 10, this volume; Stairs & 

relationships (West, 2004). 

Galpin, Chapter 13, this volume). As has been
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widely quoted, people don’t leave jobs, they leave

Acknowledging strengths. People are often unaware

managers. An employee’s relationship with their

of what they are good at. Managers should

manager affects levels of job satisfaction, produc-

acknowledge to employees when they have

tivity, demonstrations of discretionary effort, and

observed them demonstrating a strength. By doing

engagement (ISR, 2004). An employee may join a

this, the manager will naturally help to nurture the

company because of the prestige and reputation of

employee’s strengths, in addition to highlighting to

the organization, but their relationship with their

the individual that they are truly interested in them

immediate manager determines how long they will

as a person, as well as what they can bring to the

stay productive, and ultimately how long they will

organization. 

stay with the organization (Buckingham & 

Realizing strengths. There are a number of simple

Coffman, 2001). In a positive organization, the

ways in which managers can utilize the strengths in

manager is critical in being able to gauge the emo-

their teams at a task level. First, this requires

tional atmosphere of a team, spotting the strengths

managers to operate at a more strategic level, 

of team members, as well as seeking out challenging

managing more as a ‘‘chess’’ player than as a

and meaningful tasks. 

‘‘checkers’’ player; that is, by identifying and

In our work with organizations applying positive

leveraging the unique attributes of each employee, 

psychology principles, it is often the managers who

rather than treating all employees as being from the

feel intuitively as though positive psychology and

same mold. 

strengths-based approaches are the right thing to

Employees are more likely to flourish when they

do. However, when people talk to managers about

are given tasks and activities which challenge them to

academic concepts like Fredrickson’s ‘‘broaden and

grow, develop their strengths, and demand a high

build’’ theory, and a three-to-one ratio of positive

variety of skill. This requires managers to understand

and negative interactions, managers are often left

the unique strengths that individuals in the team

feeling unclear about what they should be doing—

possess. With this in mind, managers need to

the translation from academia to practice is always so

delegate tasks that they know will help team

important. Sekerka and Fredrickson (Chapter 7, this

members to practice deployment of their strengths; 

volume) offer useful advice to managers seeking to

a concept that we define by borrowing the ancient

develop positive emotions and strengths within a

Greek word ‘‘kratisto,’’ meaning ‘‘to the strongest.’’

team. It is important that managers themselves con-

Similarly, managers also need to provide the reasons

sider the impact that their own behaviors and reac-

why tasks need to be completed, and how they fit

tions to events have on the atmosphere of their

into the wider organizational context and corporate

immediate team. Several of the chapters in this

strategy. 

volume highlight the impact of contagious emotion

Celebrating good work. Traditionally it is the

(e.g., Higgs, Chapter 6, this volume; Sekerka & 

things which we aren’t good at, or didn’t achieve, 

Fredrickson, Chapter 7, this volume). As managers

that tend to be remembered. Yet acknowledging

keep their own behaviors in check, they should also

good work and praising employees is equally, if not

try to observe the teams that they are working with, 

more, important. It is the responsibility of the

in order to ensure that no one team member’s nega-

manager, however, to decide how best to celebrate

tive emotion or behavior is impacting negatively on

good work: different individuals have different

their fellow teammates. 

preferences. One person may like the fanfare of

On this basis, there are a number of ways in

public recognition, for another, this may be deeply

which a manager can help to ensure that they are

embarrassing, and a sincere but private ‘‘thank you’’

providing an environment where their employees

would be far more appropriate and powerful. These

can flourish and give their best to the organization. 

considerations require the manager to individualize

As laid out by Page, Govindji, Carter, and Linley

their approach according to what works for each

(2008), these include:

member of the team: for some people, a simple

verbal acknowledgement privately will hold as

Being mindful. Good managers practice the

much meaning as a financial reward. 

discipline of mindfulness (see also Marianetti & 

Regular and timely feedback. This is the backbone

Passmore, Chapter 15, this volume). This means

of developing a positive environment where

that throughout the day, they take time to remain

trust and authenticity are nurtured. The feedback

conscious of the emotional environment and

that managers need to be encouraged to provide

atmosphere that they are creating. 

should be authentic and delivered in real time. 

G A R C E A , H A R R I N G T O N , L I N L E Y

329

This ‘‘real-time’’ feedback offers the employee the

organizational support (through aligned processes and

opportunity to learn in the moment when they

procedures, for example). If these new ways of working

demonstrated the behavior, whether good or bad, 

are to be effective, employees need to be able to under-

thus serving to keep the employee on compass and

stand, accept, and trust the new approach, together

on track as consistently as possible. Saving feedback

with the reasons for adopting it, before they will be

for quarterly or annual performance appraisals does

prepared genuinely to commit to the change. Third, 

not assist strengths-based team development (West, 

psychologists, consultants, HR and L&D practi-

2003). In contrast, giving real-time feedback in the

tioners, leaders, and managers, should not view positive

moment, whether positive or negative, can enable

psychology as a potential panacea pill for unethical

the building of a culture of honesty and trust. The

practice, long working hours, or any other potential

result is not some ‘‘corporate utopia,’’ but rather an

negative factor impacting the organization, whereby

organization where everyone is clear on what is

the introduction of positive psychology approaches

expected and what is acceptable, and any behaviors

will magically make these challenges disappear. 

or actions that are ‘‘off compass’’ are quickly

Positive psychology is not a panacea for all modern

addressed before they can become toxic. 

organizational ills, but it does provide interventions

and approaches that can be powerfully effective in

Taken together, these simple manager actions

removing them. 

can be surprisingly effective in taking steps to build

As Stairs and Galpin explore in their chapter on

a more positive workplace for employees. Just as

employee engagement (Chapter 13, this volume), 

leaders are the climate engineers of the organization

we might actually find that a construct such as

as a whole, managers are very much the climate

employee engagement can be understood by refer-

engineers of their teams, and have both the respon-

ence to an explanatory model that follows the same

sibilities and the opportunities that come from such. 

principles as have been established for happiness

(e.g., Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005)—

Positive Psychology and Individual

namely, that a (large) proportion of engagement is

Employees

an individual difference, a (large) proportion is

The role of the individual within any organiza-

within employees’ conscious control through their

tional change initiative is complex, yet with positive

deliberate attitudes and actions, and a (smaller) pro-

psychology, this complexity seems to be amplified. It

portion is affected directly by their working environ-

is worth noting that many organizations are motivated

ment and circumstances. If this is so, organizations

by creating more positive workplaces because of the

may wish to re-consider the extent to which they

bottom line benefits that these approaches promise to

believe they can directly impact employees’ levels of

deliver. There is, however, a significant double-win

engagement, focusing more on the nature of the

because in introducing these approaches, employees

employees themselves. Ultimately, we may arrive at

themselves experience greater levels of energy, satisfac-

a point where this leads us to consider selecting for

tion, and well-being (Page & Carter, in press). 

individual difference factors, such as engagement, in

In our view, it is important to be transparent and

a similar way as we might for intelligence, compe-

explicit about these ‘‘double agendas’’ for the intro-

tencies, strengths, or team-fit. 

duction of positive psychology into organizational

If it is indeed the case that much more of an

life, since the presence of one need in no way abne-

employee’s engagement is within their personal

gate the value or intent of the other. Quite simply, 

locus of control, then employees themselves are

with positive psychology and strengths-based

likely to benefit from knowing this and become

approaches, it is possible to have management prac-

enlightened on what this might mean for them. For

tices that deliver positive outcomes for both organi-

example, it is often the case that employees do not

zations and the individuals within them—and so we

think about their own personal role in ensuring that

should be pursuing them all the more vigorously. 

they feel engaged and that they get to use their

To this end, first, we should be explicit that a

strengths at work. It is our view that employees

positive organization, while morally the right thing to

should be developed so that they understand and

do, also is likely to deliver a financial benefit. Second, 

reflect on the significant factors that might determine

with regard to strengths realization and the enhance-

their happiness, well-being, and job satisfaction—

ment of positive emotions, it is important to recognize

with their attitude to engagement, their personal

that none of these things can happen without the

responsibility, and the amount to which they use

employees’ buy-in and participation, together with

their strengths being important factors here. This in
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turn will have wider social implications, in that it will Building on his discovery and development of appre-impact positively on employees’ well-being outside of

ciative inquiry, Cooperrider and his team are now

work, thereby providing a larger social benefit of

using this characteristic methodology of the abun-

organizations engaging with more positive working

dance approach to turn their attention to how orga-

practices—an example of corporate responsibility that

nizations specifically and business generally can be

starts very much within the organization, but with

deployed as an agent of world benefit, providing

beneficent ripples spreading far beyond it. 

corporations with the tools and techniques to ‘‘do

While we should be mindful of shifting the entire

well by doing good’’ (Laszlo, 2008). 

burden of responsibility for performance onto

Of course, it is very early in the emergence of

employees’ shoulders, organizations may be encour-

both positive psychology and social business to pre-

aged to know that the engagement equation is more

dict exactly how the two will develop or how they

balanced than has traditionally been considered, and

may influence and interact with each other. But

employees may similarly be encouraged by the

given that both have emerged as responses to the

recognition that they are not powerless recipients

same shifting economic, cultural, and commercial

of the experience of organizational life, but instead

zeitgeist, there are grounds for optimism. We live in

more active agents in how they create their own

a world where old paradigms are being torn up and

engagement climate at work. 

new ones are rapidly emerging to replace them—

whether it’s the ‘‘war on terror’’ instead of the ‘‘cold

Positive Psychology, Positive Organizations, 

war,’’ online social networking instead of meeting at

and Good Business for a Better World

the pub, e-mail instead of snail mail, collaborative

So far, our explorations of positive psychology

wikinomics instead of competitive economics, 

have tended to be at the individual, team, and orga-

strengths-based organization instead of compe-

nizational levels. But there is another—wider—

tency-based

organization, 

positive

psychology

sphere in which we believe the mindset and

instead of traditional psychology—wherever we

approach of positive psychology applied to the

look, it’s clear that change is all around us, and it’s

world of work can have a substantial and even

happening with greater speed, greater impact, and

more sustainable impact: positive psychology as a

greater disruption than ever before. We hope that

force for social change, with organizations as the

through the chapters of this Oxford Handbook, we

implementing agents of that social change. 

have been able to shine some light on the contribu-

Just as positive psychology is both reflective and

tions that positive psychology has made, is making, 

enabling of wider cultural trends—the zeitgeist of or

and can make to this emerging new world of work. 

times (Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 

2006)—so too is the increasing attention being

Directions for Research

paid to business as a potential enabler of social

• What are the factors and approaches that are

change. For example, Muhammad Yunus, winner

predictive of the successful embedding and

of the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize for his introduction

sustainability

of

introducing

strengths-based

of micro-finance through Grameen Bank in

approaches? 

Bangladesh, has recently made the case that his

• To date, research has demonstrated a number

work at Grameen—including a recent joint social

of performance-enhancing effects of strengths-based

business venture with Groupe Danone to produce a

approaches

to

organization, 

in

relation

to

nutritional yogurt in Bangladesh—can be under-

recruitment, engagement, leadership development, 

stood in the context of a wider business revolution, 

and change programs. An ambitious organizational

the emergence of social business (Yunus, 2008). 

research program is required to explore if, and how, 

Social businesses (of which CAPP is one) operate as

organizations that are wholly strengths-based are

traditional businesses with the exception that their

able to outperform their deficit-based peers. 

focus is not on maximizing returns to stockholders, 

• Can researchers demonstrate an organizational

but instead on maximizing their social impact—in

value chain, whereby adopting strengths-based

CAPP’s case, through Strengthening the World. 

positive psychology approaches enables increased

In the academic world, David Cooperrider and

individual well-being and performance, improved

the Center for Business as an Agent of World

organizational performance, and through the

Benefit, part of the Weatherhead School of

interaction of these, enhanced social contribution

Management at Case Western Reserve University

through happier employees and increased corporate

(see http://worldbenefit.case.edu) are exemplary. 

responsibility and corporate social action? 
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Chartered Management Institute (2008). Management futures

• The modern organizational climate is

2018. London: Author. 

Cooperrider, D., & Whitney, D. (2005). Appreciative inquiry: A

markedly different from that which has prevailed

positive revolution in change. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

over the last sixty years. Employees are increasingly

Deal, J. J. (2006). Retiring the generation gap: How employees young

looking for work that allows them to use their

and old can find common ground. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

strengths and is aligned with their values, rather

Dutton, J. E., & Glynn, M. (2007) Positive organizational scho-

than a job for life or just a means to a paycheck at

larship. In C. Cooper & J. Barling (Eds.), Handbook of

organizational behavior. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

the end of the month. Organizational design and

Fineman, S. (2006). On being positive: Concerns and counter-

human resource practices need to shift to reflect this

points. Academy of Management Review, 31, 270–291. 

emerging new reality. 

Govindji, R., & Linley, P. A. (2007). Strengths use, self-concor-

• The opportunity is ripe for truly innovative

dance and well-being: Implications for strengths coaching and

organizations

to make

the

commitment

to

coaching psychologists. International Coaching Psychology

Review, 2 (2), 143–153. 

becoming fully strengths-based and abundance-

Harter, J. K., Schmidt, F. L., & Keyes, C. L. M. (2003). Well-

focused in their ways of working. Pioneering

being in the workplace and its relationship to business out-

organizations are experimenting and implementing

comes: A review of the Gallup studies. In C. L. M. Keyes & 

elements of strengths-based practices, but no major

J. Haidt (Eds.), Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life well-

organization has yet embraced strengths-based

lived

(pp. 

205–224). 

Washington, 

DC:

American

Psychological Association. 

abundance approaches from top to bottom. 

Hill, J. (2003). Bleak future or new dawn? The Psychologist, 16, 

• Positive psychology in the world of work not

137–138. 

only has the potential to add much value to the

Hilton, S., & Gibbons, G. (2002). Good business: Your world needs

understanding, motivation, and management of

you. London: Texere. 

employees, but also to provide a wider corporate

Hogan, R. (2007). Personality and the fate of organizations. 

Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

responsibility and environmental sustainability

Isherwood, S. (2008, Oct. 13). Flaws exposed in talent spotting

perspective on how organizations are run, and with

models. Financial Times. 

what ends in mind. Drawing as they do from many

ISR (2004). Creating competitive advantage from your employees: A

different areas of influence, positive psychology

global study of employee engagement. Washington, DC: ISR

practitioners working in organizations have before

Surveys. 

Judge, T. A., Thoresen C. J., Bono, J. E., & Patton, G. K. (2001). 

them the opportunity to shape a new form of

The job satisfaction–job performance relationship: A qualitative

organization that is able to respond to the new

and quantitative review. Psychological Bulletin, 127, 376–407. 

economic, social, cultural, and environmental

Kaplan, R. E. (1999). Internalizing strengths: An overlooked way of

challenges of the modern age—whether that is a

overcoming weaknesses in managers. Greensboro, NC: Center

traditional profit-oriented business with a social

for Creative Leadership. 

Laszlo, C. (2008). Sustainable value: How the world’s leading

conscience, or one of the emerging social

companies are doing well by doing good. Sheffield, UK:

businesses. Let us seize the moment in doing so. 

Greenleaf. 

Linley, A. (2008). Average to Aþ: Realising strengths in yourself and

others. Coventry, UK: CAPP Press. 
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Integrity, in moral courage, 271

challenges faced by, 109–10

Hierarchy quadrant, in CVF, 57f, 61–62

Intentional non-striving, 181

how strengths become weaknesses, 

High expectations, of Generation Me, 

Interest, in job, as factor in employee

110

27–29

engagement, 126

resistance to positive feedback, 

High quality connections (HQCs), in POS

Internal drivers of engagement, 167–69

109–10

system, 258

Internal workplace coaching, defined, 176

de-polarize leader’s way of operating, 

‘‘Highly offshorable’’ jobs, 19–20, 19f

Internalized moral perspective, in ALD, 

114

Hispanics, in work force, 16

46–47

practical applications of, 110–14, 

‘‘Homo sentimentalis,’’ at work, positivity

Ipsos MORI survey, 103

111f, 112f

and, 315–17

I/Q psychology, 5

research and practice suggestions, 114

Hope

temper leader’s strengths when

defined, 43, 278

J

overused, 112

in moral courage, 271

Job(s)

temper overplayed strengths by

HQCs. See High quality connections

global competition for, 19–20, 19f

internalizing strengths, 112–13

(HQCs)

‘‘highly offshorable,’’ 19–20, 19f

positively deviant, as strategic guides, 

HR. See Human resources (HR)

new, types of, 21

54–56, 55f

HRM. See Human Resource Management

transactional, 21

Leadership

(HRM)

transformational, 21

‘‘anonymous,’’ 96

HRPs. See Human Resource Practitioners

Job fit, as factor in employee engagement, 

behaviors and practices related to, 

(HRPs)

126

75–76

Human(s), in groups, 236

Job involvement, defined, 156–57

change-related, 67–80. See also Positive

Human capital, emerging challenges, 

Job satisfaction, 157

emotion(s), change and

17–18

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 

dimensions of, 96–97, 97f

Human resource(s) (HR), positive

277

good, positive, defined, 39

psychology and, 326–27

Jungian theory, 114

heritability and, 40

Human Resource Management

interventions related to, 40–41

(HRM), 265

K

lopsided, assess for, 113–14

contemporary, context of, 266–68

Kindness, in moral courage, 271

meaning and, 137–38

ethics within, 267

Knowledge

organizational, positive, 37–117

Human Resource Practitioners

as leadership strength, 100–1

positive

(HRPs), 265

tacit, 21

defined, 39

Knowledge management

in POS system, 258

I

defined, 17

positively defiant, 53–65. See also

Ideal Workplace individual assignment, 

emerging challenges, 17–18

Positively deviant leadership

295–96

Knowledge-transfer programs, 18

supportive, in positive IPO model, 237f, 

Idealism, of young worker in global age, 

244

308

L

Leadership strengths, 95–105

ILT. See Inspirational Leadership Tool

Languishing

disciplined approach as, 102

(ILT)

area of, in goal striving and mental

empowering others, 96

Imposter phenomenon, 113

health, 181f, 182

focus on character, 96

‘‘In Praise of the Incomplete Leader,’’ 97

defined, 179

focusing on customers, 96

Individual(s)

Languishing-flourishing model

future research related to, questions

benefits for, 136–37

of goal striving and mental health, 

related to, 102

benefits of engaging in meaningful work

180–83

identification of, 100

by, 131–42

area of acquiescence in, 181–82, 

lack of knowledge by leaders, 108

leave companies vs. leave managers, 

181f

overplayed, tempering of, 112–13

127–28

area of distressed but functional in, 

passion as, 101

positive work environments for, 

181f, 182

positive psychological perspective for

119–72

area of flourishing in, 181, 181f

understanding, 98–99

338

I N D E X

skills, experience, and knowledge as, 

described, 192

in positive IPO model, 237f, 

100–1

developing, 195–96, 196t

241–42

taming ‘‘fatal’’ flaws in, 101–2

flow and, 192–93

Optimization, described, 207

tempering when overused, 112

four-step approach in, 196, 196t

Organization(s). See also Employee

Leadership Versatility Index, 111–14

learned optimism and, 193

engagement

Leadership Versatility Index 360-degree

stress reduction and, 194

benefits of, 126–27

feedback survey, 107

time perspective and, 193–94

boundary management research for, 

Learned optimism, 150–51

in transformative cooperation, 82

implications of, 204–5

mindfulness and, 193

in workplace, 189–200

demographic changes and impacts on, 

Learning, in positive IPO model, 237f, 

benefits of, 190

15–17

242–43

business case, 191–92

engaging in meaningful work by, 

Learning and development, positive

described, 190, 196–98, 197f

benefits of, 131–42

psychology, HR, and, 326–27

individual case, 190–91

to facilitate work-life balance, 205–7

Locus of control, change in, of Generation

Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction

interest/job fit in, 126

Me, 30–31

(MBSR), 194

joining, 122

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality

moderating engagement and turnover

M

Inventory, 31

in, 124–25

Making the Impossible Possible, 256

Moral courage

pay of, 126–27

Maladaptive self-reflection, 42

components of, 270–71

people leaving, 127–28

Malcolm Baldridge National Quality

process of, 271–74, 272f

positive. See Positive organizations

Award in Health Care, 62

in response to workplace bullying, 

positive psychology in, described, 324

Management and the Worker, 148

265–76. See also Workplace

positive work environments for, 

Manager(s)

bullying, moral courage in

119–72

as factor in employee engagement, 

response to

problems associated with, 128–29

127–28

Moral freedom, of young worker in global

psychology of joining, staying in, and

positive psychology and, 328–30

age, 305

learning in, 121–30

Managing Generation X, 26

Moral perspective, internalized, in ALD, 

research related to, 129

Market quadrant, in CVF, 57f, 60–61

46–47

staying in or leaving, 122, 125–27

Master change, 69f, 70

Motivation, workplace, 157

success in, creation of, in POS system, 

Mature personality, 134–35

Myers Briggs Type Indicator Form M, in

259f, 260–62

MBSR. See Mindfulness Based Stress

positive workplace, 292

therapeutic, tyranny of wellness in, 

Reduction (MBSR)

318–19

McKinsey Global Institute, 17, 21

N

values-driven, in POS system, 

Meaning

Narcissism, among Generation Me, 27

256–57

leadership and, 137–38

Narcissist(s), described, 27

Organization for Economic Cooperation

in positive engagement model, 161–62

Narcissistic Personality Inventory, 26

and Development (OECD), 18

work as, 131–42. See also Work, as

Narrative Report for Organizations, in

Organizational benefits, 137

meaning

positive workplace, 292

Organizational bullying, moral courage in

Meaningful work, individual and

Negative deviance, described, 54

response to, 265–76. See also

organizational benefits of

Negativity, necessity of, 317–18

Workplace bullying, moral

engaging in, 131–42. See also

Nicomachean Ethics, 144

courage in response to

Work, as meaning

Non-striving, intentional, 181

Organizational citizenship behavior

Meaningfulness

(OCB), 156

at work, 133

O

Organizational commitment, 156

in work, 133

OCB. See Organizational citizenship

defined, 122

Meaning-making, positive, 251, 255

behavior (OCB)

Organizational connection, 

Measuring, in positive engagement model, 

Occupational psychology, 5

comprehension, purpose, and, 

162–63

ODC. See Organizational development

135–36, 135f

Mental health

and change (ODC)

Organizational development and change

described, 179

OECD. See Organization for Economic

(ODC), strengths-based, 

of goal striving and mental health, 180–

Cooperation and Development

81–82

83. See also Languishing-

(OECD)

Organizational engagement strategy, 

flourishing model, of goal

‘‘Offshorable’’ jobs, 19–20, 19f

development of, 169

striving and mental health

Older workers, finding and keeping, 

Organizational health, strategies to

model of, 175–88

challenges related to, 18

enhance, 150–51

Mental illness, described, 179

On-site childcare, in facilitation of

Organizational leadership, positive, 

Mentorship, lack of, of young worker in

work-life balance, 206

37–117

global age, 305–6

Operari, defined, 82

Organizational performance, through

Mindful Attention Awareness Scale, 193

Optimism

employee engagement, 

Mindfulness

defined, 43, 278

163t–164t

applied positive psychology, 192–95

learned, 150–51

Organizational support, perceived, 30

character strengths and, 193

mindfulness and, 193

Organizational virtuousness, in POS

coaching and, 194–95

in moral courage, 271

system, 257
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P

positively value team diversity in, 237f, 

individual employees and, 330–31

Passion, as leadership strength, 101

238–39

language of, in workplace, 290

Pay, as factor in employee engagement, 

potency in, 237f, 241

of leaders, 107–17, 327–28. See also

126–27

processes in, 237f, 241–45

Leader(s), positive psychology of

PCQ. See Psychological Capital

provide inspiring team task in, 237–38, 

of managers, 328–30

Questionnaire (PCQ)

237f

in organizations, described, 324

Perceived organizational support, 30

reflexivity in, 237f, 243

positive organizations and, 331

Performance, enhancement of, paying

social support in, 237f, 244–45

to promote flourishing, 183–84

attention to, 189–200. See also

supportive leadership in, 237f, 244

to promote flourishing workforce, 

Mindfulness, in workplace

trust in, 237f, 243–44

175–88

Performance coaching, 177

Positive leadership

of team working, 235–49. See also

‘‘Personal Mastery,’’ 253

defined, 39

Positive Input-Process-Output

Personality(ies)

in POS system, 258

(IPO) model

mature, 134–35

Positive meaning-making, 251, 255

in understanding change success, 73–75

of women Generation Me-ers, changes

Positive organization(s)

in understanding leadership strengths, 

in, 31–32

building of, 323–33

98–99

POS. See Positive Organizational

models for, 233–98

work psychologists and consultants in, 

Scholarship (POS)

positive psychology and, 331

324–36, 325f

Positive approaches, in world of work, 

toward, 102–3

work-family facilitation and, 208

emergence of, 6–7

Positive organizational leadership, 37–117

in workplace, making case for, 290

Positive connections, 251

Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS), 

Positive Psychology in Practice, 7

Positive deviance, 251

53–65, 328

Positive relations, 255

defined, 252

described, 53–56, 252–54

Positive strategies, enablers of, 53–65. See

described, 54, 253–54

in world of work, 251–64

also Positively deviant leadership

Positive emotion(s), 251, 255

abundance approach, 256

Competing Values Framework in, 

benefits of, 83–84

adjust across boundaries, 259f, 

56–62, 57f. See also Competing

broaden-and-build theory of, 83–84

262–63

Values Framework

change and, 67–80. See also Change

create common understanding, 

described, 56–62, 57f

described, 75

259–60, 259f

Positive tensions, in POS system, 257–58

research insights into, applications of, 

create pockets of success in

Positive work environments, for

76–79

organization, 259f, 260–62

individuals and organizations, 

research studies, 69–73, 69f

CVF, 257–58

119–72

favorable outcomes associated with, 83

described, 254–63

Positive working life, enabling of, 173–231

Positive emotional climates, transformative

employee engagement strategies, 257

Positive workplace

cooperation due to, 88f

HQCs, 258

audiences for, 291

Positive engagement. See also Engagement

implementation of, 259, 259f

building of, 85–87, 88f, 289–98

driving, 165–66

organizational virtuousness, 257

business case for, 291

from employee engagement to

positive leadership, 258

corporate structure, 295

workplace happiness, 155–72

select early adopters, 259f, 260

development of, 290

external drivers of, 166–69

sharing across boundaries, 259f, 262

fieldwork for, experiences and learning

impact of, 163–65, 163t–164t

strengths-based approach, 256

from, 296–97

internal drivers of, 167–69

values-driven organization, 256–57

future directions in, 297

measuring of, 162–63

Positive outcomes, work-family facilitation

ideal workplace, individual and team

model of, 159–60, 159f, 160f

and, 209

assignments at University of

challenge in, 161

Positive Practices Assessment, 257

Maryland, 295–96

enjoyment in, 160–61

Positive psychological capital (PsyCap), 

mirroring of, 291–92

meaning in, 161–62

278–79

self-assessment in, 292–93

Positive feedback

Positive psychological perspective, 

Positively deviant leaders, as strategic

for leaders, needs for, 107–9

broaden-and-build, of

guides, 54–56, 55f

resistance to, by leaders, 109–10

Fredrickson, 145–47

Positively deviant leadership, 53–65

Positive Input-Process-Output (IPO)

Positive psychological resources, for ALD, 

as enabler of strategy, 54

model, 235–49

42–44

enablers of positive strategies in, 56–62, 

described, 236–37, 237f

Positive psychology. See also Character, 

57f. See also Positive strategies, 

develop team attachment in, 237f, 

strengths of

enablers of

240–41

applied, mindfulness as, 192–95

focus of, 55

encourage positive team relationships in, 

applied to work, 99–100

Positivity, ‘‘homo sentimentalis’’ at work

237f, 239–40

Appreciative Inquiry in, 74–75

and, 315–17

ensure clear and evolving roles in, 

change and, 67–80

Postemotionality, 317–18

237f, 239

in changing world of work, 11–35

Potency, in positive IPO model, 237f, 241

inputs in, 237–41, 237f

coaching using, 177–78

Practice(s), leadership, 75–76

learning in, 237f, 242–43

outcomes related to, evidence for, 178

Pragmatism, of young worker in global

optimism in, 237f, 241–42

critiques of, 313–22

age, 308

outputs in, 237f, 245–46

HR and, 326–27

Problem-solving approach, described, 4–5
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Processing, balanced, in ALD, 46

Research

Strategy(ies)

Productivity, strengths development in

boundary management, for

boundary management, integration or

workplace and, 218

organizations, implications of, 

segmentation, 202–4, 203f

Profitability, strengths development in

204–5

career-management, 21–22

workplace and, 218

change-related, applications of, 76–79

core of, 54

PsyCap. See Psychological capital

Pygmalion, 40

positive, enablers of, 53–65. See also

(PsyCap)

Research and development, changes in, 14

Positive strategies, enablers of; 

Psychological capital (PsyCap)

Resilience

Positively deviant leadership

application of, challenges facing, 

defined, 43

Strength(s). See also Leadership strengths

279–81

in moral courage, 270

assessment of, Clifton StrengthsFinder

defined, 278

Resiliency, defined, 278

in, 214–16

positive, background of, 278–79

Resourcefulness, collective, described, 54

character

recent developments in, 279

Responsibility(ies)

mindfulness and, 193

research related to, challenges facing, 

corporate, 90

work satisfaction related to, 221–31. 

279–81

of young worker in global age, 304–5

See also Character, strengths of, 

theory of, challenges facing, 279–81

Restructuring, cognitive, examples of, 

work satisfaction related to

in workplace, integrated model of, 

150–51

described, 213–14

277–88

Retail, changes in, 15

development of, in workplace, 213–20. 

described, 281–85, 282f

Rocky Flats Nuclear Arsenal, 3–5, 61–62

See also Strengths development, 

Psychological Capital Assessment, 293

Ross School of Business, of University of

in workplace

Psychological Capital Questionnaire

Michigan, CPOS of, 251

leadership, 95–105. See also Leadership

(PCQ), 279

strengths

Psychological well-being (PWB)

S

realized, 325

cardiovascular health and, 147–50

Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, 96

unrealized, 325

characteristics of, 144

Selection

Strengthening the World, 331

defined, 143–45

described, 207

Strengths development

of employees

Optimization, and Comprehension

Clifton StrengthsFinder in, 215–16

EEG measurement in, 144

(SOC), 207

in workplace, 213–20

future research directions related

Self-assembly change, 69f, 70

applications of, 216–17

to, 151

Self-assessments, in positive workplace, 

employee engagement in, 217–18

in organizational research, 143–54

292–93

employee turnover and, 218

strategies to enhance individual

Self-awareness

productivity and, 218

betterment and organizational

in ALD, 41, 47

profitability and, 218

health, 150–51

as leadership strength, 99–100

Strengths-based approach, in POS

in workplace, 145

Self-concordance, coaching and, 180

system, 256

Psychology

Self-efficacy

Strengths-based ODC, 81–82

I/Q, 5

defined, 278

Stress reduction, mindfulness and, 194

occupational, 5

in moral courage, 270

‘‘Succession planning,’’ 16–17

positive. See Positive psychology

Self-esteem, among Generation Me, 27

Supportive leadership, in positive IPO

work-family facilitation and, 208

Self-focused traits, of Generation Me, 

model, 237f, 244

Psychopathology, area of, in goal striving

27–29

and mental health, 181f, 

Self-reflection

T

182–83

adaptive, 42

Tacit knowledge, 21

Purpose, 133–34

in ALD, 41–42

Team Ideal Workplace assignment, 295–96

PWB. See Psychological well-being

maladaptive, 42

Team working, positive psychology of, 

(PWB)

Self-regulation, generic cycle of, 176, 176f

235–49. See also Positive Input-

Pygmalion research, 40

Separation/segmentation, boundary, 202

Process-Output (IPO) model

Situational engineering, 150–51

Technology, e-commerce and, 14–15

Q

defined, 150

Telecommunications, changes in, 15

Q12, 123

Skill(s)

Telecommuting, in facilitation of work-life

Question of Character, 257

described, 213–14

balance, 206

as leadership strength, 100–1

Tension(s), positive, in POS system, 

R

Skills coaching, 177

257–58

Rainmaker Thinking, 20

SOC. See Selection, Optimization, and

The Effective Executive, 6

Rasmussen survey, 103

Comprehension (SOC)

The Human Side of Enterprise, 6

Readiness, developmental, in ALD, 42

Social approval, need for, by Generation

The Reflected Best-Self Instrument, 256

Realized strengths, 325

Me, 29–30

The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 6

Reflected Best Self Exercise, 293

Social support

The Xers and the Boomers, 27

Reflexivity, in positive IPO model, 

defined, 244

Theory(ies)

237f, 243

in positive IPO model, 237f, 244–45

border, 202–4, 203f

Relation(s), positive, 255

Software development, changes in, 14–15

boundary, 202

Relational transparency, in ALD, 47

SSM Healthcare System, 62

Jungian, 114

Relationship building, 88–90

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, 26

Theory X, 6
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Therapeutic organization, tyranny of

Values in Action (VIA) Initiative, 222

emerging human capital challenges, 

wellness in, 318–19

Values in Action (VIA) Inventory of

demographic changes, and

Three Approaches to Happiness

Strengths, in positive workplace, 

knowledge management, 17–18

assessment, in positive

292–94

finding and keeping older workers, 18

workplace, 292

Values in Action (VIA) Project, 

Generation Me and, 25–35. See also

Time perspective, mindfulness and, 

222–23

Generation Me (Generation Y)

193–94

Values in Action (VIA) Signature Strengths

global competition for jobs, 19–20, 

Traditionalists, defined, 25

Questionnaire, 183, 193

19f

Training, defined, 150

Values in Action (VIA) Strengths (VIA-IS), 

global demand exceeds supply of

Transactional jobs, 21

224

people with needed skills, 17

Transformation, cooperation and, 

Values in Action (VIA) Strengths (VIA-IS)

global distribution of generations, 

82–83

Inventory for Business, 298

18–19

Transformational jobs, 21

Values in Action (VIA) strengths of

positive psychology in, 11–35

Transformative cooperation

character, 221–23

similarities in values across

building strong community and, 90

Values-driven organization, in POS

generations, 20–21

cognitive broadening and, 87–88

system, 256–57

technology and e-commerce, 14–15

defined, 83

VIA. See Values in Action (VIA)

in 21st century, 13–14

described, 82–83

Virtuousness, organizational, in POS

types of new jobs being created, 21

future research for, 90–91

system, 257

concept of, negative connotations

implications of, 90–91

VIA-IS. See Values in Action (VIA)

related to, 155

mindfulness in, 82

Strengths (VIA-IS)

generational differences impact on, 26

positive emotion(s) and, 83–84

Vocation, defined, 132

‘‘homo sentimentalis’’ at, positivity and, 

positive emotional climates and, 88f

Voydanoff model, 203–4, 203f

315–17

relationship building and, 88–90

as meaning, 131–42

working positively toward, 81–94

W

comprehension, 133

in workplace, 85–87, 88f

W2C. See Welfare-to-Career (W2C)

fostering of, 138

Trigger events, in ALD, 41

Watergate, 25

historical and conceptual context of, 

‘‘Triple bottom line,’’ 4

Weakness(es)

132–34

Trust

exposed, 325

purpose, 133–34

defined, 243

irrelevance of, 325–26, 326f

meaningful, individual and

in positive IPO model, 237f, 243–44

unexposed, 325

organizational benefits of

Turnover, employee

Weatherhead School of Management, at

engaging in, 131–42. See also

moderating of, 124–25

Case Western Reserve

Work, as meaning

strengths development and, 218

University, 331

meaningfulness at, 133

20% work rule, basis of, 60

Welfare-to-Career (W2C), 56

meaningfulness in, 133

21st century, work changes in, 13–14

Well-being

positive approaches in world of, 

coaching and, 180

emergence of, 6–7

U

employee, in organizational research, 

positive environments for, for

Understanding, common, creation of, in

143–54. See also Psychological

individuals and organizations, 

POS system, 259–60, 259f

well-being (PWB), of employees

119–72

Unexposed weaknesses, 325

enhancement of, paying attention to, 

positive psychology applied to, 

University of Maryland, individual and

189–200. See also Mindfulness, 

99–100

team assignments at, 295–96

in workplace

strengths of character effects on, 

University of Michigan, Ross School of

When Generations Collide, 26, 29

221–31. See also Character, 

Business of, CPOS of, 251

‘‘Whither Industrial and Organizational

strengths of, work satisfaction

Unrealized strengths, 325

Psychology in a Changing

related to

U.S. Department of Energy, 3

World of Work?’’, 7

tangible products of, 132

U.S. Department of Labor, 17

‘‘Who took better advantage of change in

team, positive psychology of, 235–49. 

projections of work force changes by, 

your industry over the past 10

See also Positive Input-Process-

15–16

years–newcomers, traditional

Output (IPO) model

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), 

competitors, or your own

world of, POS in, 251–64. See also

162

company?’’, Gallup poll on, 14

Positive Organizational

UWES. See Utrecht Work Engagement

Women’s role, of Generation Me-ers, 

Scholarship (POS), in world of

Scale (UWES)

changes in, 31–32

work

Work

Work ethic, of Generations X and Me, 20

V

change in locus of control effects on, 

Work force, members of, 16

Value(s)

30–31

Work life, positive, enabling of, 

across generations, similarities, 

changing world of, 13–23

173–231

20–21

baby-boomer retirements in Europe

Work psychologists and consultants, in

work-related, of Generation Me-ers, 

(Finland), 18

positive psychology, 324–36, 

32–33

career-management strategies, 

325f

Values in Action (VIA) Classification of

21–22

Work values, of Generation Me-ers, 

Strengths, 8

demographics changes, 15–17

32–33
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Worker(s)

on-site childcare, 206

moral courage in response to, 

older, finding and keeping, challenges

telecommuting, 206

265–76

related to, 18

individual coping strategies for

described, 270–74, 272f

young, in global age, 301–11. See also

achieving, 207–8

desire and decision to act related to, 

Young worker, in global age

Workplace

272–74, 272f

Work-family conflict, 201–12. See also

coaching in. See Workplace coaching

seeking positive from negative, 

Work-family facilitation; Work-

energizing, 258

269–70

life balance

formality of, need for changes in, by

organizational context of, 266

described, 201–2

Generation Me, 29–30

Workplace coaching. See Coaching, in

Work-family facilitation, 201–12. See also

happiness at, employee engagement and, 

workplace

Work-family conflict; Work-life

155–72. See also Positive

Workplace motivation, 157

balance

engagement

Workweek, compressed, in facilitation of

models of, 208–9

internal and external coaching in, 

work-life balance, 205–6

positive outcomes and, 209

176–77. See also Coaching

positive psychology and, 208

mindfulness in, 189–200. See also

Workforce, flourishing, promoting of, 

Mindfulness, in workplace

Y

coaching in, 175–88. See also

positive. See Positive workplace

Young worker, in global age, 301–11. 

Coaching

positive psychology in
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