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Designing Positive Organizational Psychology
Interventions
Stewart I. Donaldson, Christopher Chen, & Scott . Donaldson

The contemporary version of the science of positive psychology introduced by
Professors Martin Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi at the turn of the 21*
century (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) rests on the shoulders of some of the
earlier pioneers and thought leaders in the discipline and profession of psychology.
Most notably, William James and Abraham Maslow introduced the concepts of
optimal functioning, self-actualization, and positive psychology decades before the
current perspective was launched (see James, 1908; Maslow, 1954). Nevertheless,
Seligman and Csikszentimihalyi’s vision and call to the next generation of psycho-
logical scientists is what led to an explosion of activity worldwide, and the develop-
ment of a substantial peer-reviewed scientific literature on well-being, excellence,
and optimal human functioning over the past two decades (Donaldson et al,
2020a; Donaldson et al., 2020b; Donaldson et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2018).

While there are now more than 50 regional and national positive psychology
professional organizations across the world (see Kim et al., 2018), the largest
professional organization of positive psychologists in the world today is the
International Positive Psychology Association (IPPA) with several thousand
members from more than 70 countries. The IPPA describes positive psychology
as a field that focuses on the study and practice of positive emotions, the
strengths, and virtues that make all individuals, institutions, and communities
thrive, and has a three-part mission:

1. To promote the science of positive psychology and its research-based
applications.

2. To facilitate collaboration among researchers, teachers, students, and practi-
tioners of positive psychology around the world and across academic
disciplines.

3. To share the findings of positive psychology with the broadest possible
audience.

The IPPA currently has five divisions, with the largest division of over 1,000
members focused on positive organizational psychology (POP). The IPPA
Positive Work and Organizations Division’s mission is to serve as a bridge
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between research and practice and facilitate collaboration to increase the incor-
poration of positive psychology in academic research related to organizations
and the practice of positive psychology in the organizational context, thereby
positively transforming the way the world works.

Positive Organizational Psychology

Donaldson and Ko (2010) defined POP “as the scientific study of positive subjective
experiences and traits in the workplace and positive organizations, and its applica-
tion to improve the effectiveness and quality of life in organizations” They identified
two related multidisciplinary streams of scholarship and research, positive organiza-
tional behavior (POB; Luthans, 2002) and positive organizational scholarship (POS;
Cameron et al., 2003), that greatly contributed to the understanding of POP topics
such as positive leadership, positive organizational development and change, posi-
tive psychological capital (PsyCap), organizational virtuousness and ethics, well-
being at work, work engagement, flow at work, and the like.

Inspired by the new vision for the addition of a positive approach to psychologi-
cal science, Fred Luthans, Professor of Organizational Behavior at the University of
Nebraska, published his seminal work on POB in 2002 (see Donaldson et al.,
2020b). He defined POB as “the study and application of positively oriented human
resource strengths and psychological capacities that can be measured, developed,
and effectively managed for performance improvement in today’s workplace”
(Luthans, 2002a, p. 59). He envisioned POB capacities, such as hope, optimism,
resiliency, and self-efficacy, as something one can measure, develop, and use to
improve performance (see Donaldson et al., 2020b; Warren et al., 2017).

A year later, Cameron et al. (2003) provided an even more expansive vision for
POS, which is “concerned primarily with the study of especially positive out-
comes, processes, and attributes of organizations and their members” (Cameron
etal., 2003, p. 4). POS is focused on understanding the drivers of positive behav-
ior in the workplace that would enable organizations to rise to new levels of
achievement (Roberts et al., 2005). POS seeks to study organizations character-
ized by “appreciation, collaboration, virtuousness, vitality, and meaningfulness
where creating abundance and human well-being are key indicators of success”
(Bernstein, 2003).

Donaldson and Ko (2010) suggested that POP serves as an umbrella term that
covers POB, POS, and other related labels (e.g., positive psychology at work) with
regard to their research topics, foci, and the level of analysis. More recently,
Warren et al. (2017) proposed the umbrella term positive work and organizations
(PWO), which encourages integration among POP, POB, and POS. The unifying
framework enriches traditional organizational behavior approaches, such as
applied organizational psychology, organizational behavior, and management. It
also influences technology, hospitality, management, law, and financial planning
as a consequence of the growing popularity of the positive perspective in the
workplace (Warren et al., 2017). The goal of this book is to understand specific
practices, programs, and interventions that can be designed based on the large
and growing body of scientific literature to improve work life and organizational
effectiveness. We will broadly call these efforts positive organizational psychology
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interventions (POPIs). We will first briefly review the scientific evidence for posi-
tive psychology interventions (PPIs) more generally, and then discuss the effec-
tiveness of POPIs, which are the application of PPIs in the workplace.

Positive Psychology Interventions

Donaldson et al. (under review) recently systematically reviewed and analyzed
the findings from 22 meta-analyses and 231 randomized controlled trials (RCTs)
designed to determine the efficacy of PPIs. They found that the science of PPIs
has matured to the point where we now have numerous systematic reviews and
meta-analyses to determine which PPIs are most effective under specific condi-
tions (see Table 1.1). Most of these reviews and meta-analyses of RCTs show that
PPIs, on average, do have at least small to medium-sized positive effects on
important outcomes. For example, three recent meta-analyses based on numer-
ous empirical tests and thousands of participants clearly illustrate the conditions
under which PPIs can generate well-being and optimal human functioning
(Donaldson et al., in press; Hendriks et al., 2020; Koydemir et al., 2020).

For example, Hendriks et al. (2020) meta-analyzed 50 randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) including a total of 6,141 participants to examine the efficacy of mul-
ticomponent positive psychological science interventions (MPPIs). After control-

Table 1.1 Positive Psychology Intervention Meta-Analyses.

References Title Sample Findings

Heekerens Inducing positive 34 The best-possible-self (BPS)

and Eid affect and positive randomized interventions were effective positive

(2020) future expectations  controlled psychology interventions (PPIs)
using the best- trial (RCT) with small effects for positive affect
possible-self studies, 4,462  and optimism, with no substantial
intervention: A participants follow-up effects. Moderators
systematic review included: assessment of momentary
and meta-analysis affect immediately after the

intervention and conceptualizing
optimism as positive future
expectations instead of a general
orientation in life.

Hendriks et The efficacy of 50 RCT Multicomponent PPIs were effective
al. (2020) multi-component studies in 51 with small effects for subjective
positive psychology  articles, 6,141  well-being and depression, small to
interventions: A participants moderate effects for psychological
systematic review well-being and anxiety, and
and meta-analysis moderate effects for stress, after
of randomized taking study quality and outliers
controlled trials into account. Moderators included

region and study quality. Non-
Western countries and lower quality
studies found greater effects.

(Continued)
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Table 1.1 (Contd)

References Title Sample Findings
Koydemiret A meta-analysis of = 68 RCT PPIs were effective with small
al. (2020) the effectiveness of ~ studies of effects for psychological well-being
randomized non-clinical and subjective well-being, with
controlled positive  populations, small to moderate effects when
psychological 16,085 targeting both types of well-being,
interventions on participants with evidence for sustained effects
subjective and at follow-up. Moderators included:
psychological longer interventions (vs shorter),
well-being traditional methods (vs technology-
assisted methods), and mixed
outcomes for age.
Brown et al. The effects of 12RCT PPIs were effective with small to
(2019) positive studies with medium effects for patient anxiety,
psychological 1,131 sustained eight weeks post.

interventions on
medical patients’
anxiety: A
meta-analysis

Carrillo etal.  Effects of the Best

(2019) Possible Self
intervention: A
systematic review
and meta-analysis

Donaldson Evaluating positive

etal. (2019a)  psychology
interventions at
work: A systematic
review and

meta-analysis

participants;
11 non-
randomized
trials with 300
participants,
patients

29 studies in
26 articles,
2,909
participants

22 studies, 52
independent
samples,
6,027
participants
from 10
countries

Moderators included: clinician-led
interventions (vs self-administered)
and longer interventions (vs
shorter).

BPS interventions were effective
PPIs with small effects for well-
being, optimism, negative affect,
and depressive symptoms, as well as
moderate effects for positive affect.
Moderators included: older
participants and shorter (total
minutes of) practice. BPS was more
effective than gratitude
interventions for positive and
negative affect outcomes.

Five workplace PPIs (psychological
capital, job crafting, strengths,
gratitude, and employee well-
being) can be effective with small
effects for desirable work
outcomes (performance, job
well-being, engagement, etc.) and
with small to moderate effects for
undesirable work outcomes
(negative performance, negative
job well-being). Moderators for
both desirable and undesirable
outcomes did not include the type
of theory or intervention delivery
method.

(Continued)
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Table 1.1 (Contd)

References

Title Sample

Findings

Howell and
Passmore
(2019)

Lomas et al.

(2019)

Slemp et al.
(2019)

White et al.

(2019)

5 randomized
experiments
of university
students, 585
participants

Acceptance and
Commitment
Training (ACT) as
a positive
psychological
intervention: A
systematic review
and initial
meta-analysis
regarding ACT’s
role in well-being
promotion among
university students

Mindfulness-based
interventions in
the workplace: An
inclusive
systematic review
and meta-analysis
of their impact
upon wellbeing

35RCT
studies, 3,090
participants

119 studies,
6,044
participants

Contemplative
interventions and
employee distress:
A meta-analysis

Meta-analyses of
positive psychology
interventions: The

2 previous
meta-analyses
(Bolier et al.,

effects are much 2013; Sin &
smaller than Lyubomirsky,
previously 2009)
reported

Acceptance and Commitment
Training was an effective PPI with
small effects on well-being.

Mindfulness-based interventions
were effective with moderate effects
for stress, anxiety, distress,
depression, and burnout, as well as
small to moderate effects for health,
job performance, compassion,
empathy, mindfulness, and positive
well-being, with no effects for
emotional regulation. Moderators
for health included: region,
mindfulness-based stress-reduction
intervention type, and age (younger
vs older). Moderators for positive
well-being and compassion
included: gender.

Contemplative interventions (e.g.,
mindfulness, meditation, and other
practices) were effective with small
to moderate effects for reducing
employee distress sustained at
follow-up. Moderators included:
type of contemplative intervention
and type of control group.
Adjustments for publication bias
lowered overall effects.

When small sample size bias was
taken into account, PPIs were
effective with small effects for
well-being, with mixed effectiveness
for depression. Notes need for
increasing sample sizes in future
studies.
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Table 1.1 (Contd)

References Title Sample Findings

Chakhssi The effect of 30 studies, PPIs were effective with small

etal. (2018) positive psychology 1,864 effects for well-being and
interventions on participants depression, moderate effects for
well-being in with clinical anxiety, and no significant effects
clinical disorders for stress, with similar effects

Curry et al.
(2018)

Hendriks
et al. (2018)

Hendriks
et al. (2019)*

Dhillon et al.

(2017)

populations: A
systematic review
and meta-analysis

Happy to help? A
systematic review
and meta-analysis
of the effects of
performing acts of
kindness on the
well-being of the
actor

The efficacy of
positive psychology
interventions from
non-Western
countries: A
systematic review
and meta-analysis

How WEIRD are
positive psychology
interventions? A
bibliometric
analysis of
randomized
controlled trials on
the science of
well-being

Mindfulness-based
interventions
during pregnancy:
A systematic
review and
meta-analysis

27 studies in
24 articles,
4,045
participants

28 RCT
studies, 3,009
participants

188 RCT
studies in 187
articles from
24 countries,
43,582
participants

14 articles
(some RCT
and some
non-RCT
studies),
pregnant
(prenatal)
participants

8-12 weeks post. Moderator for
well-being included: guided PPIs (vs
unguided, such as self-help).
Moderator for stress included:
control group type. Moderators did
not include: population type,
intervention format (individual vs
group), intervention duration
(shorter vs longer), or type of PPL.

Kindness interventions (e.g.,
random acts of kindness) were
effective PPIs with small to medium
effects for well-being (for the actor
of kindness). Moderators did not
include: sex, age, type of participant,
intervention, control condition, or
outcome measure.

PPIs from non-Western countries
were effective with moderate effects
for well-being and large effects for
depression and anxiety.

Most PPI studies that employ RCTs
come from Western Educated
Industrialized Rich Democratic
(WEIRD) populations. 78.2% of the
RCT studies reviewed were
conducted in Western countries.
However, the number of non-
Western publications has increased
since 2012.

Mindfulness-based interventions
showed no significant effects for
anxiety, depression, or perceived
stress in the pooled RCTs, but each
showed a significant effect in the
pooled non-RCTs. Further, four
RCTs and four non-RCT studies
showed effectiveness for
mindfulness as an outcome.

(Continued)
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References Title Sample Findings
Dickens Using gratitude to 38 studies, Gratitude interventions can be
(2017) promote positive 5,223 effective with small to medium
change: A seriesof  participants effects for well-being, happiness, life
meta-analyses satisfaction, grateful mood, grateful
investigating the disposition, positive affect, and
effectiveness of depressive symptoms, with mixed
gratitude findings for negative affect and
interventions stress, and no significant effects for
physical health, sleep, exercise,
prosocial behavior, or self-esteem.
Moderators included: adults (vs
children or college aged).
Moderators did not include: gender,
type of neutral comparison group,
duration of the follow-up period.
Davis et al. Thankful for the 32 studies in Gratitude interventions were effective
(2016) little things: A 26 articles PPIs with small effects for
meta-analysis of psychological well-being but not
gratitude gratitude itself in comparison to
interventions measurement-only controls.
However, gratitude interventions
were effective with moderate effects
for gratitude and small effects for
psychological well-being, with no
significant effects for anxiety, in
comparison to alternate-activity
conditions. Moderators did not
include: type of gratitude intervention
or dosage (neither days nor minutes
of participation).
Weiss et al. Can we increase 27 RCT Behavioral interventions were
(2016) psychological studies, 3,579 effective with moderate effects for
well-being? The participants psychological well-being, with small
effects of effects at follow-up. Moderators
interventions on included: clinical groups (vs
psychological non-clinical) and individual
well-being: A face-to-face interventions (vs self-help
meta-analysis of or group face to face). Moderators did
randomized not include: age, number of sessions,
controlled trials measurement instrument, and control
group. Lower-quality studies found
greater effects.
Theeboom Does coaching 18 studies, Coaching was effective with
etal. (2014) work? A meta- 2,090 moderate to large effects for
analysis on the participants, goal-directed self-regulation and
effects of coaching ~ organizational  with small to moderate effects for
on individual-level context performance/skills, well-being,

outcomes in an
organizational
context

coping, and work attitudes in an
organizational context.

(Continued)
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Table 1.1 (Contd)

References

Title

Sample

Findings

Bolier et al.

Positive psychology

39 RCT

PPIs were effective with small

(2013) interventions: A studies in 40 effects for subjective well-being,
meta-analysis of articles, 6,139 psychological well-being, and
randomized participants depression. Moderators for
controlled studies decreasing depression included:

longer duration (four or eight weeks
instead of less than four weeks),
recruited as a referral from a
healthcare practitioner or hospital
(as opposed to recruitment at a
community center, online, or a
university), the presence of
psychosocial problems, and
individual delivery (vs self-help or
group). Lower-quality studies found
greater effects.

Mazzucchelli  Behavioral 20 RCT Behavioral activation (BA)

et al. (2010) activation studies, 1,353 interventions were effective with
interventions for participants moderate effects for well-being in
well-being: A both non-clinical participants and
meta-analysis those with depressive symptoms,

indicating that BA can be useful for
non-clinical populations alongside
its more common setting as a
treatment for depression.

Sin and Enhancing 51 studies, PPIs were effective with moderate

Lyubomirsky  well-being and 4,266 effects for well-being and depressive

(2009) alleviating participants symptoms. Moderators included:
depressive self-selection to participate in the

symptoms with

positive psychology

interventions: A

PPI, older age, depression status,
individual (vs group therapy), and
relatively longer duration.

practice-friendly
meta-analysis

A bibliometric analysis not a meta-analysis (Donaldson et al., under review).

ling for study quality and other important covariates, they concluded that MPPIs
had an overall small effect on subjective well-being and depression, and a small to
moderate effect on psychological well-being. Furthermore, they suggest MPPIs
had an overall small to moderate effect on anxiety and a moderate effect on stress.

Koydemir et al. (2020) followed a more comprehensive approach in the selec-
tion of studies by including new moderators, focusing on adult non-clinical popu-
lations and increases in well-being, and comparing the effects of PPIs targeting
subjective and psychological well-being (i.e., hedonism or eudaimonia) or a com-
bination of the two. They found PPIs do increase well-being and that longer inter-
ventions showed stronger immediate effects than shorter ones, and interventions
based on traditional methods were more effective than those that used technol-
ogy-assisted methods.

17-09-2020 05:51:19
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Finally, Donaldson et al. (under review) discovered that many of the meta-anal-
yses they reviewed underscored how important the quality of an RCT seemed to
be in terms of accurately estimating PPI efficacy and the generation of outcomes.
That is, lower-quality RCTs often overestimated the effects of PPIs. Therefore,
Donaldson et al. (under review) developed an evaluation procedure to determine
the top 3 and top 10 most successful PPIs — in terms of being tested with a high-
quality RCT, having positive effects on well-being over time, and being adaptable
to implementation in diverse, marginalized, and disadvantaged populations dur-
ing a global pandemic. They illustrated how future efforts to generate well-being
can now build upon this causal evidence and emulate the most efficacious PPIs to
be as effective as possible across a diverse range of participants and settings.

Positive Organizational Psychology Interventions

Drawing from streams of science under the PWO umbrella, including POP, POB,
and POS, Donaldson et al. (2019a, 2019b) set out to find which POPIs seem the
most promising to date for enhancing well-being and optional functioning at
work. They were able to isolate and analyze 22 of the most rigorously tested
POPI studies conducted in the workplace. All of these studies (1) implemented
an experimental or quasi-experimental intervention in an organizational setting
(e.g., with employees, managers, teachers, nurses, staff members, etc.), (2)
included pre- and post-test measures, and (3) were analyzed at the individual,
team, or organizational level (Donaldson et al.,, 2019a, 2019b). These 22 peer-
reviewed studies were included in a meta-analysis containing 52 independent
samples. The total number of participants in this meta-analysis was 6,027
(n(treat) = 2,187; n(control) = 3,840), representing 10 nations (e.g., Australia,
China, Netherlands, Sweden, United States, etc.).

It was found that POPIs had small to moderate positive effects across both
desirable and undesirable work outcomes (e.g., job stress), including well-being,
engagement, leader—member exchange, organization-based self-esteem, work-
place trust, forgiveness, prosocial behavior, leadership, and calling. Furthermore,
they found the following five types of POPIs to be the most successful:

e Psychological capital interventions
e Job-crafting interventions

e Employee strengths interventions
e Employee gratitude interventions
e Employee well-being interventions

The specific effects of each of the five POPIs are described in detail in Donaldson
et al. (2019a).

Donaldson et al. (2019b) followed up their meta-analysis with an in-depth
analysis of the theory-driven design of each POPI, and described the theory of
change and theory of action for each successful POPI (see Chen, 2005; Donaldson,
2007, in press). The theory of change illustrates exactly what the POPI is expected
to improve. The theory of action illustrates exactly what was done in an effort to
create those improvements in work life and optimal functioning at work. Tables
1.2 and 1.3 provide details on how successful POPIs have been designed to date.
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Stewart I. Donaldson, Christopher Chen, & Scott I. Donaldson

Designing Next-Generation Positive Organizational
Psychology Interventions

The authors in this volume have used the science of PWO as described above, as
well as the lessons from the first wave of POPI designs and evaluations to explore
potential candidates for the next generation of POPIs. Each of the POPIs explored
uses the best positive psychological science available (see Donaldson et al., under
review) to improve the well-being and work life of diverse workers across a wide
range of organizational settings.

In Chapter 2, Matt Dubin explores the concept and science of flow at work
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990). He describes the challenges modern-day employ-
ees face when trying to achieve this state of intense focus, especially in the
increasingly technologically complex work environment. An in-depth overview
of the FLOW POPI (Find, Learn, Own, Wrap) and associated tools to overcome
these challenges is described. The FLOW POPI is designed to enhance produc-
tivity, focus, engagement, and job satisfaction in the modern workplace.

Chapter 3 focuses on the issue of engagement at work through the lenses of
self-determination theory and optimal distinctiveness theory. Christopher Chen
introduces JobCraft+, a POPI that integrates components of traditional job craft-
ing and positive psychology concepts such as identification of strengths, reflected
best-self activation, and relational affirmation. Using a persona approach, Chen
guides the reader through the details of the JobCraft+ POPI from a participant’s
experience.

Chapter 4 presents an example application of POP to the traditional perfor-
mance review process. Hannah Foster Grammer and Adrian Bernhardt provide
an overview of the limitations inherent to the traditional performance review
and related theories surrounding the proposed positive psychology-enhanced
components. Through a detailed summary of the POPI, Grammer and Bernhardt
weave in elements from appreciative inquiry to goal-setting theory to help
strengthen the performance review process for both managers and their
reviewees.

Taking a step outward to the organizational level, Chapter 5 examines the use
of POP for capacity building in social impact organizations. After discussing the
research underlying her POPI, such as the science of well-being (PERMA) and
psychological capital, Vicki Cabrera presents a framework for positive capacity
building by integrating tenets from appreciative inquiry and evaluation. Using
this framework, Cabrera presents the incorporation of positive psychology top-
ics such as mindfulness, reflected best-self activation, and appreciation into her
POPL

Chapter 6 shifts our focus to the realm of diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Lawrence Chan and Adrian Reece first discuss the limitations of traditional
forms of cultural competency training. Using healthcare organizations as an
example, the authors build on double-loop learning theory to introduce a POPI
that aims to develop the participants’ cultural awareness and humility with the
goal of improving positive relationships. A detailed overview of each step of the
POPI and applicable tools is provided.
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Continuing in the area of diversity, equity, and inclusion, Chapter 7 addresses
the impacts of sexual harassment in the workplace and challenges associated
with sexual harassment prevention training. By incorporating psychological con-
cepts such as the bystander effect and positive psychological concepts such as
positive deviance, Eli Kolokowsky and Sharon Hong present a novel POPI that is
both more proactive and less punitive in nature compared to traditional inter-
ventions in preventing the occurrence of sexual harassment in the workplace.

Chapter 8 explores concerns regarding the well-being of civilian law enforce-
ment employees, specifically those who take emergency calls and dispatch offic-
ers to the scene. Emily Zavala and Lawrence Chan present research showing
emergency call dispatchers experiencing heightened levels of stress, burnout,
and peritraumatic/posttraumatic stress disorder, while also experiencing lower
levels of job satisfaction and work-life balance. Several POPIs aimed at increas-
ing psychological capital and mindfulness among law enforcement officers are
discussed, with the authors proposing similar POPIs for emergency call
dispatchers.

Chapter 9 examines the principles of positive leadership and leader develop-
ment programs. Using the ADDIE (Analyze, Design, and Develop, Implement,
and Evaluate) training model, Jennifer Nelson presents a POPI for the further
development of positive leaders. Nelson provides a detailed overview of each
phase of the intervention along with their components, such as strength assess-
ments, goal setting, building psychological capital, creating high-quality rela-
tionships, and reflective journaling.

Stewart 1. Donaldson, Scott I. Donaldson, and Christopher Chen discuss the
importance of the measurement and evaluation of POPIs in Chapter 10. They
discuss the distinction between efficacy and effectiveness evaluations of POPIs
and provide detailed examples of how measurement and evaluation procedures
can be developed across all types of investigations and settings. They conclude
that the future success of POPIs is highly dependent on the use of appropriate
measurement and evaluation approaches.

Conclusion

This volume was designed to provide readers with a summary of developments
during the past two decades that have led the emerging area of POP, and to pre-
sent the state of the science related to efficacy and effectiveness of POPIs. In the
chapters ahead, you will learn about new applications of the science of POP, the
theory-driven and research-based design of new POPIs, and state-of-the-art
measurement and evaluation approaches critical to the success of future PPIs
designed for the contemporary global workplace. We wish you many insights
related to your own work, well-being, and meaningful life contributions as you
explore the future of positive psychology applied to work in the forthcoming
chapters.

‘References marked with a single asterisk indicate interventions included in
Table 1.1.
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“References marked with a double asterisk indicate interventions included in
Taulzle 1.2.
" Table 1.2 supporting literature available upon request
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