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Abstract
A company’s greatest asset is its people. In our increasingly service-based economies, social
relationships and swift coordination among employees are the means by which a lot of work
gets done. Thus, whether organizations -and their employees- flourish or languish largely
depends on the quality of the social connections they nurture. The quality of the workplace
connections can be defined as life giving (high quality) or life depleting (low quality).
Positive social interactions facilitate organizational learning, cooperation, effectiveness, and
employee loyalty, among many other desirable outcomes. High-quality connections are brief,
mutually beneficial, and dynamic dyadic interaction, which have the power to energize people
with vital resources to do their work well. Positive psychology and positive organizational
scholarship —the science of how people and organizations flourish- provide us with tools that
can help bring about high-quality connections. This paper defines positive relationships at
work, with a particular focus on high-quality connections, examines the benefits of high-
quality relationships and connections, and provides a framework for building high-quality
connections. The paper shows that high-quality connections are a pathway to building
individual and organizational flourishing.

Keywords: relationships, high-quality connections, positive psychology, positive
organizational scholarship
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Introduction

“People are dying at work!” It did not surprise me that professor Dutton started her
lecture to our Master of Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP) class at the University of
Pennsylvania in May of 2015 with this alarming cry. In my 25-year experience at leading
financial institutions, well-being and work have often been mutually exclusive. Financial firms
do many things well. Creating work environments that support virtuous practices while allowing
employees to thrive is not one of them. Thus, compared to other industries, finance and banking
have higher voluntary turnover (Compensation Force, 2013) and absenteeism rates (Workforce
Institute, 2005), and lower employee engagement levels (Gallup, 2015). But there is evidence
that, in the Western world, most people are searching for more meaning and well-being in their
lives (Seligman, 2002). My conviction is that work, under certain conditions, can be highly
enjoyable and rewarding as a source of meaning and well-being. So in June 2014, I walked away
from my job as a senior manager to study positive psychology at the University of Pennsylvania,
the birthplace of the science of individual and organizational flourishing.

Positive psychology and other positive organizational approaches suggest that the role of
organizations is to enhance individual and organizational thriving while upholding humanistic
principles (Cameron, 2008). Indeed, research shows that flourishing workplaces produce more
positive emotions that generate desirable outcomes, such as lower absenteeism, increased
loyalty, and higher business performance (Seligman, 2011). There is also ample evidence that
jobs that were redesigned to include employee well-being as a goal generally produced happier
work units that also tended to be more productive (Diener & Seligman, 2004).

This is a liminal moment for business organizations, as a new generation of people, the

so-called millennials, wants to flourish at work (Gen Y, 2013). Positive psychology identifies
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relationships as one of the major pathways for human flourishing (Seligman, 2011). Human
beings are naturally social creatures and our interactions with others are just as vital as food and
water (Lieberman, 2013). As most adults spend a significant amount of time interacting with
other individuals at work, the workplace is an important contributor to individual well-being, in
particular because it offers the potential for positive relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2002). In
fact, research shows that relationships and work are among the major contributors to individual
well-being (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008). Thus, it could be argued that the ultimate
competitive advantage for a knowledge-based organization in today’s information age is its
people and that only people, in the right context, can make good organizations great, in large part
through their positive, high-quality relationships.

Sadly, more than half of U.S. workers (52.3%) declare themselves unhappy in the
workplace (Conference Board, 2014). The Gallup Organization (2015) found that a majority
(51%) of full-time workers in America are not engaged in their jobs while another 17.5 percent
are actively disengaged. At the same time, businesses are facing formidable challenges globally
and the corporate environment is ever changing, highly dynamic, and information-rich. In our
increasingly service-based economies, businesses produce services rather than products and
social relationships and swift coordination are the means by which a lot of work is done (Dutton
& Heaphy, 2006). For example, the three industries within the services division that experienced
the most growth in the last decade have been business services (personnel supply and computer
services), health care, and social services (BLS, 2013b). The growth of the service industry in the
past two decades means that much of service work is knowledge work that is mostly done
through connecting with other people. Going forward, it begs the question, “will the masses of

disengaged employees’ behavior actively contribute to their company’s success ... or failure?”
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In sum, high-quality connections that recharge people with vital resources to do their
work well are one of the major pathways to building positive and thriving workplaces. As a
consequence, corporate performance increasingly depends on positive social connections.
Therefore, organizations would be well inspired to focus on generative processes that contribute
to developing positive relationships and high-quality connections so that people do not die but,
instead, flourish at work.

The purpose of this paper is to better understand the impact of positive social
relationships in organizations and to identify the major pathways to develop high-quality
connections. Chapter one offers a brief state of well-being and engagement in the workplace.
Chapter two provides a general overview of positive psychology applications in organizations.
Chapter three discusses the importance of relationships, with an emphasis on positive
relationships at work. Chapter four examines high-quality connections. Chapter five considers
some major pathways to build high-quality connections. Finally, possible extensions of the

concept of positive relationships for future work and some general conclusions are discussed.
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Chapter 1. Well-Being and Work: An Oxymoron?

Lives of Quiet Desperation

Positive psychology research shows that work occupies a central place in the human
quest for meaning as a primary source of purpose, identity, and belongingness (Michaelson,
Pratt, Grant, & Dunn, 2014). According to a recent poll, an overwhelming majority of people
considers that work is very important (35.6%) or rather important (44.3%) (World Values
Survey, 2011). In America, more than three in four (83%) persons age fifteen and over spend the
majority of their waking hours in a work-related activity (BLS, 2013a). Inevitably, their
experience at work will greatly impact the quality of their life. Indeed, work provides not just an
income, but perhaps more importantly, work affects self-esteem, and creates opportunities for
engagement, meaning, and relationships (Seligman, 2011).

In the U.S. as in other Western countries, while overall levels of economic prosperity are
on the rise, so are levels of depression and anxiety, and life satisfaction has not risen (Seligman,
2011; Easterbrook, 2003). Rather unexpectedly, studies reveal that once basic living standards
have been met, happiness varies more with the quality of human relationships than with income
(Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2013). Also, our most rewarding experiences are normally
connected with human relationships (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004).
When asked what makes life most worth living, a majority of people answer that it’s their
interpersonal relationships (Peterson, 2006). For example, a recent survey highlighted that for
three out of four U.S. employees their relationship with co-workers was what most engaged them
at work (SHRM, 2015). Positive relationships give life and energy to individuals and their
organization, whereas negative relationships sap the energy out of them and lead to individual

and corporate floundering (Ragins & Dutton, 2007). In the literature, positive social interactions
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have been called appetitive, as they are characterized by the pursuit of rewarding and desirable
outcomes, while negative ones are aversive, or characterized by unwelcome and punishing
outcomes (Reis & Gable, 2003).

Well-being is important not only for the workers themselves, but also for organizations;
workers high in well-being perform better, have better relationships, earn better incomes, and are
better organizational citizens, among other positive outcomes (Diener & Seligman, 2004).
Companies with higher numbers of engaged employees have lower business costs, improved
performance outcomes, such as higher productivity figures and customer rating, less turnover
and absenteeism, and fewer safety incidents (Gallup, 2015). As one might expect, presenteeism —
showing up at work, but contributing little- is uncommon with those most satisfied with their
jobs (Robertson & Cooper, 2011).

In Western societies, roughly three out of four workers are now overwhelmingly
dedicated to providing services, such as transportation, banking, entertainment, or retail trade,
rather than goods, and in the U.S. it’s four out of five (BLS, 2013b). Much of service work is
knowledge work that requires frequent interactions with others. Therefore, sustainable corporate
performance is predicated on positive social connections and swift coordination as the means by
which work occurs, including within and between businesses and with all the organization’s
stakeholders (Ragins & Dutton, 2007). Thus, corporations should be interested in developing
high-quality relationships in the workplace.

Often in modern life, however, individuality trumps connectedness and belongingness.
Studies show that there has been a general breakdown of interpersonal relationships and an
overall decline of face-to-face interactions (Pearson & Porath, 2005). As well, incivility, or

employees’ lack of regard for one another, is a growing and costly phenomenon. For example, a
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study by Pearson and Porath, (2005) of more than 2,400 people across the U.S. and Canada,
found that incivility erodes organizational values, depletes organizational resources, and
negatively impacts job satisfaction and organizational loyalty. Recent research has found that
only about 16 percent of people have extremely positive interactions on any given day (T. Rath,
personal communication, February 6, 2015). In sum, it has been argued that one of the main
offsets to the private benefits of economic growth is a decline in the quality of human
relationships, as measured by increased solitude, communication difficulties, fear, distrust,
family infidelity, and reduced social engagement (Bartolini, 2011). As Easterbrook (2003)
laments, money seems to have bought us unhappiness.

Not coincidentally, a recent survey pinpoints that more than half of U.S. workers (52.3%)
declare themselves unhappy at work (Conference Board, 2014). This sorry state of affairs has
been the norm since the early 90s when job satisfaction hovered around 60 percent. The
historical low of 42.6 percent was recorded in 2010, following the financial collapse of 2009 and
the ensuing so-called Great Recession. While employee satisfaction surveys reflect how
employees feel about their work situation, engagement measures an employee’s emotional
investment in an organization and the amount of discretionary effort he or she expends to create
value at work. Gallup (2015) defines engaged employees as involved in, enthusiastic about, and
committed to their work and workplace. The Gallup Organization (Gallup, 2015) found that a
majority (51%) of full-time workers in America are not engaged in their jobs. Another 17.5
percent are actively disengaged meaning that they are potentially hostile to their organizations.
That leaves just less than one-third (31.5%) of U.S. workers who thrived in their jobs. Gallup’s

(2015) latest engagement report highlights that no more than 13 percent of employees worldwide
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are engaged in their jobs while 24 percent are actively disengaged. In other words -to misquote
Thoreau- a large majority of employees lead lives of quiet desperation at work.

Interestingly, engagement surveys also found that over one-third (38%) of American
workers considered that their supervisor focuses on their weaknesses or negative characteristics
(Gallup, 2013). Almost a quarter (22%) of these employees are actively disengaged at work.
Even more alarming is the fact that one in four American workers feels ignored by their
manager. Undoubtedly, this undercuts employees’ abilities, as they feel repressed by negative
contexts. Research confirmed that the time of day when people are least happy is when they are
in the presence of their line manager (Kahneman et al., 2004).

These dismal results suggest that too many managers are out of touch with their workers
and that they rely on mechanical incentives and command (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2013). A

point we shall discuss next.
The Command-and-Control Paradox

By and large, until the late 1980s, managers were expected to be problem-solvers who
applied problem-solving techniques in a command-and-control style. For scholars of
management and organizations, the prevailing characteristic of command-and-control
organizations is their ability to identify problems and come up with adequate solutions. It all
started over a century ago when Taylor (1911) published Scientific Management, which
emphasized economic rationality and the efficient division of labor as the pathways to
productivity. At the time, workers were mostly toiling in factories and were considered hired
hands trained to conduct standardized jobs. The administrative approach of the late 1920’s

defined the tasks of the manager -planning, controlling, organizing, and commanding- and
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developed principles for effective, hierarchical management. The command-and-control model
would reign supreme to this day.

Many employers are still applying management practices which belong to a business
model inherited from the late nineteenth century that is negatively biased toward finding and
fixing problems and employee weaknesses (Seligman, 2011). This negative bias should not come
as a big surprise. Even though it has been demonstrated that people usually experience positive
events three times more often than negative ones (Gable & Haidt, 2005), focusing on problems,
faults, shortcomings, and potential threats is a well-entrenched human tendency that serves basic
evolutionary purposes by keeping us out of harm’s way. Researchers Baumeister, Bratslavsky,
Finkenauer, and Vohs (2001) showed that minimizing danger (avoidance) and maximizing
reward (approach) is an overarching, organizing principle of the brain. In other words, human
beings respond more strongly to negative events than to comparatively positive ones and we
react more strongly to unpleasantness or threats than to pleasurable experiences and
opportunities.

Hamel (2009) writes that most organizations have consistently favored bureaucratic,
hierarchical, command-and-control structures aimed at resolving problems of efficiency and
scale of mass production. He argues that today’s environment is highly volatile and requires
organizations to be adaptable and resilient, in addition to focused and efficient. For that to
happen, employees are expected to bring initiative, imagination and passion to work every day.
Furthermore, employees are becoming increasingly diverse and want to be empowered and
engaged by meaningful work and supportive managers (Kahn, 2007; Seligman, 2011). Let us

consider this claim by using the example of the millennials.
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In 2015, millennials (born 1982 - 1993) will become the largest generation in the U.S.
workforce. A recent survey shows that their skills and interests are very different from those of
previous generations (Elanceodesk, 2015). For example, millennials are more agile and creative
and three out of four (79%) would consider working for themselves to have flexibility, the ability
to choose what to work on, and control of their own destiny (Elanceodesk, 2015). A different
survey showed that 61 percent of millennials consider soft skills (attitude/personality) more
important than hard skills (IQ) (Gen Y, 2013). Another key finding is that millennials care more
about the people they work with, exciting work, and good mentorship and less about money than
hiring managers realize. In other words, the drivers that used to work for baby boomers (born
1946 -1964), such as money, status, and power, are not necessarily applicable to millennials
(Elanceodesk, 2015). Are business organizations ready to meet these new expectations? Not
exactly. The survey points to disjoints between the millennials’ inability to find work and the
hiring managers’ difficulty to find and retain them.

The paradox of the command-and-control ethos is that the more it is used the less
effective it becomes, especially with today’s workforce. The millennials’ focus on soft skills
calls for thinking patterns that focus on the big picture, on relationships, and emotions. Their
need for positive relationships and meaningful work is more than what traditional command-and-
control employers usually provide. Also, it has be argued that command-and-control systems
reflect a deep mistrust of employees’ motivation and potential (Hamel, 2009). The belief that
self-interest is the only thing that motivates people individually and corporately is wrong and

misses so much of what actually makes us. Let us consider this point further in the next section.
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The Limits of Carrot-and-Stick

In the early 1930s, as a consequence of the stock market crash, the needs of workers
made their appearance in the management literature. The famous Hawthorne studies
(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939) showed for the first time that when workers received
increased attention they worked harder. This research also highlighted that simply eliminating
the negative aspects in the workplace may prevent dissatisfaction but it did not necessarily
produce positive outcomes such as satisfaction, motivation, and performance. The human
relations school that grew out of this research highlighted the importance of employee morale
and participation. In sum, workers also had “hearts” and managers were advised to take worker’s
feelings, attitudes and social needs into account and to involve them in work issues.

More than fifty years ago, McGregor (1960/2006) first applied the findings of behavioral
science to the world of business. He believed that the human aspect of work is crucial to
organizational effectiveness. Thus, he argued that a central weakness of many companies and
managers is that the company’s leadership is not consciously aware of what it assumes about its
employees even though assumptions about what motivates employees strongly influence
management style. McGregor proposed two contrasting theories on human motivation and
management: Theory X and Theory Y.

Theory X assumes that employees naturally dislike work and will avoid it if they can.
The only way to motivate them to produce good results is to incentivize them (carrot-and-stick).
This calls for an authoritarian style of management that controls workers and leaves them little
room to maneuver (command-and-control). McGregor recognized that X-Type workers are the
minority nowadays and are mostly found in large-scale production environments typical of

command-and-control workplaces, which assume that humans are intrinsically self-interested.
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Theory Y, on the other hand, assumes that employees are self-motivated to perform at
work and fulfill their potential and that they crave responsibility. In a Theory Y organization, the
management style is participative and employees at lower levels of the organization are involved
in the decision-making process. This style is better suited to knowledge work and professional
services that require knowledge sharing and continuous improvement. In the Western world, we
live in a Theory Y world where the companies’ source of competitive advantage is, more often
than not, their human potential at every level of the organization, rather than their capital,
technological resources or size (Heil, Bennis, & Stephens, 2000).

This is consistent with more recent findings on human motivation, defined as what moves
you to take action. Indeed, Ryan and Deci (2000) argue that what motivates people is pursuing
intrinsic goals and engaging in activities that satisfy the three innate psychological needs for
autonomy (agency), competence (effectiveness) and relatedness (connection). Intrinsically
motivated behaviors are performed out of personal interest and are inherently satisfying. By
definition, they are self-determined behaviors, such as reading books for fun, practicing sports
for pleasure, or working hard at a task with other colleagues because it is personally rewarding
on different levels. On the other hand, extrinsically motivated behaviors (popularity, money,
status) are instrumental to obtain something else (piece of mind, well-being) or to avoid
punishment.

Interestingly, a study found that people usually overestimate the amount of satisfaction
they will get from material things (extrinsic motivators) and underestimate the satisfaction they
derive from human connections (Konow & Earley, 2008). For example, many people choose
jobs that will make them unhappy but pay well. The sages of humanity have warned us that

money should be nothing more that a means to an end. Yet so often we confuse means with ends
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and sacrifice social relationships (end) for money (means). The prevailing carrot-and-stick model
assumes that employees are motivated by financial incentives, what psychologists call extrinsic

99 ¢

motivators. Wall Street epitomizes the “carrot-and-stick,” “pay-for-performance” model.

Surely, employees expect a decent compensation for their work. Both psychology and
business have generally supposed that money offered choices and that the more personal choice,
the greater well-being (Grant & Schwartz, 2011; Schwartz, 2006). However, studies show that
job satisfaction does not depend on absolute pay (Schwartz, 2006). It turns out that in the race for
status, it is all about relative position. Social comparison is a curse in that people feel good or
bad with regard to income only compared to others. For example, individuals are more satisfied
when their income his higher than the income of others in their organization or their industry
(Diener & Seligman, 2004). Additionally, studies on hedonic adaptation show that people more
or less rapidly get used to their new circumstance, good or bad (Schwartz, 2006). For example,
the psychological effects of a big bonus or a salary raise abate with time. Finally, research shows
that income alone is not a good predictor of well-being because wealth and materialism have
negative outcomes, in particular with regard to social relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2004).

So, while a growing number of companies claim to espouse humanistic and
empowerment ideas and ideals, many more continue to operate in the same old command-and-
control, carrot-and-stick way. Leading organizational scholars have started to investigate
approaches to managing people and organizations that, instead of focusing exclusively on
problem-solving and carrot-or-stick, also seek to develop strengths, abundance, and possibilities
(Linley, Garcea, Harrington, Trenier, & Minhas, 2011). To find out more, let us move on to a

brief examination of positive scholarly approaches.
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Chapter 2. Positive Organizational Studies

Positive Psychology

In his 1998 American Psychological Association Presidential Address, Seligman (1999)
introduced positive psychology as a science that seeks to understand positive subjective
experience, such as positive emotions and flow, positive individual traits, like character strengths
and virtues, and positive social institutions, including families, schools or corporations. This was
quite a departure from psychology-as-usual, which, since World War II, had largely embraced a
disease model of human nature that focused mostly on combating human pathology (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Peterson, 2006). For example, in applied clinical psychology,
interventions are methods or actions used for the treatment of mental disorders. The goal of the
intervention is to improve from negative states to normal states. Seligman (2002) reported that
more than 99% of psychological research since World War II has focused on negative
phenomena (e.g., illness, disease) or the transition from negative to normal states.

Interestingly, the original mission of psychology as a science included: “Curing mental
illness, making the lives of all people more productive and fulfilling, and identifying and
nurturing high talent” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 6). So in the late 1990s, Seligman
and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), and other prominent psychologists, while agreeing that curing
human suffering was a worthwhile goal, also argued that psychology had forgotten its mission of
identifying and promoting human excellence. They made the case that focusing on reducing
negative mental states is not the same as promoting positive mental health. As such, they
suggested that a science that would focus on improving normal life and nurturing talent and well-

being was needed. Finally, they invited psychologists to complement —not replace- the traditional
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areas of psychology with a renewed focus on how to cultivate positive human flourishing
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Positive psychology has progressively embraced both constructive (pursuing happiness)
and mitigative (reducing unhappiness) approaches because happiness and unhappiness are not
contradictory opposites in a full human life (Pawelski, 2013). Indeed, the good and the bad, the
positive and the negative, the beneficial and the harmful are all very real components of the
whole range of human concerns, emotions, and endeavors and, as such, need to be considered in
the study of well-being. Recent research concludes that the positive in positive psychology is
more than the absence of the negative and that the domain of positive psychology is both the
quest for the good life and the acceptance of the negative in life (Pawelski, 2014, 2013).

In a seminal article, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) noted that positive
psychology intends to apply the same rigorous scientific methods -surveys, data analysis, cause
and effect- to the study of what makes life worth living, as traditional psychology applies to the
study of disease, dysfunction, and disorder. The contribution of contemporary positive
psychology is to have built a well-defined field of inquiry within psychology that scientifically
studies what makes life worth living (Peterson, 2006). Thus, in contrast to psychology-as-usual,
positive psychology focuses on flourishing (vs. languishing) and strengths (vs. weaknesses),
builds the best (vs. repair the worst), and is drawn by the future (vs. driven by the past).

The quest for human flourishing has been a universally valued, if elusive, human passion
(McMahon, 2013). Over two thousand years ago, Aristotle (1984) suggested that the supreme
goal of all human activities is happiness (or eudaimonia). The term “positive psychology” was
first introduced as a title in Maslow’s (1970) book Motivation and Personality. Indeed, starting

in the 1950’s, psychological humanists cautioned other psychologists that human life is not only



ENERGIZING SOCIAL INTERACTIONS AT WORK 19

about deficiency and pathology because people also have positive needs —to be healthy and
happy, and to develop their potential. The humanistic approach to human motivation and
personality emphasizes that humans are not simply responding to external stimuli (trait
perspective) or driven by internal tensions (psychodynamic perspective) (Maslow, 1968, 1970).
They also need to grow and develop their potential through a process of self-actualization
(Maslow, 1968).

More recently, Seligman (2011), in his well-being theory, has identified five basic
elements that contribute to well-being: Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning,
and Accomplishment. These elements constitute the so-called PERMA Model. Each element is
pursued for its own sake, increases well-being, and can be measured independently. Thus,
positive psychology postulates that well-being is, in part, an acquired skill that can be improved
through the sustained and voluntary use of our mental and physical capacities (or strengths)
(Seligman, 2011). Therefore, it is important to note that human strengths support each element of
PERMA (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Peterson and Seligman (2004) define character strengths as positive (or desirable, morally
valued) traits or dispositions like curiosity, humor, perspective, or hope. They have identified
twenty-four character strengths that lead to the six universal virtues of wisdom, courage,
humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence. For Niemiec (2013), strengths are elements of
character that are valued in and of themselves, the positive components of our character, and
what is best in us. The author argues that while personality comprises all the facets of someone’s
personality, character strengths only highlight positive elements. According to this view,
strengths serve as pathways for developing a life of greater virtue that are distinctive to the

individual. Character refers to what people care about doing and who they are and that each
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human being has a unique mix of character strengths. Niemiec also suggests that all the strengths
are present in everyone, albeit with varying degrees, and can be developed to some degree.
Finally, strengths are used in combination rather than in isolation, depending on the context.
Consideration of character strengths allows organizations to align around collective strengths and
to highlight where opportunities exist to connect individuals to their work in a positive and
productive way (Niemiec, 2013). These findings seem to confirm the Aristotelian principle that
human beings love to practice their natural strengths (“doing what you do best”), probably
because it produces the flow state. Indeed, strengths, as well as goals and persistence, are the
pillars of “flow” defined as the psychological state that accompanies highly engaging and
meaningful tasks (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Just as positive psychology focuses on human flourishing as a desired outcome and on
the ways to achieve it (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 2011), other disciplines in
science and the humanities have started to operationalize and empirically study the best of
human condition. This “eudaimonic turn” is defined as “An increased interest in well-being,
human flourishing, and thriving” (Pawelski & Moores, 2013, p. 7). Csikszentmihalyi describes
this shift as a “Metaphysical orientation” whereby good things in life are just as valid as bad
things (as cited in Pawelski & Moores, 2013, p. 7).

We will see next that, within the discipline of organizational studies, various research
fields are oriented toward positive-focused research, and on positive relationships at work in

particular.
Positive Organizational Scholarship

Since positive psychology was founded, positive trends have emerged in organizational

and management scholarship, such as Positive Organizational Scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, &
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Quinn, 2003) and Positive Organizational Behavior (Luthans, 2002). These scientific fields
incorporate positive psychology principles and focus on understanding the conditions,
phenomena, and processes that lead to flourishing in organizations (Dutton & Sonenshein, 2009;
Luthans, 2002). They recognize that organizations can reach their bottom-line goals by
enhancing employee’s experience at work.

Cameron and Spreitzer (2012) advance that while positive organizational scholarship
does not ignore dysfunctional or typical patterns of behaviors, it is most interested in applying a
positive lens to address problems and challenges in organizational life. As such, it emphasizes
what is inspiring and generative to individuals and organizations and leads to developing human
strengths, resilience, restoration or exceptional performance. Like positive psychology, POS has
a strong focus on rigorous, evidence-based approaches to the academic study of people in
organizations. For this paper, I will use POS as an umbrella concept for the various positive
organizational approaches.

What is the scholarly domain covered by the term positive in POS? Four themes can help
navigate the conceptual boundaries of this basic concept (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012):

(1) Interpreting challenges and obstacles through a positive lens (as opportunities

and strengths-building opportunities);
(2) Focusing on “Positively deviant performance” (vs. ordinary success) (p. 2);
(3) Emphasizing an affirmative bias such as positive emotions, strengths, and
resources (vs. problems, threats, and weakness);
4) Examining virtuousness or the best of humankind for its own sake.
Positive organizational scholarship (POS) is premised on the belief that individuals and

their organizations are eudaimonic -they seek goodness for its own sake, and heliotropic, -they
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turn toward what is life giving (i.e., sun, energy, positivity) (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012). Thus,
a POS focus directs attention to generative (e.g., life building, capability-enhancing, capacity-
creating) dynamics in organizations that foste