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Abstract Positive Work and Organizations (PWO) continues to permeate organi-
zations that desire to improve employee positive functioning. One aspect of PWO
includes positive psychology interventions (PPIs) at work, which uses the theory
and scholarship of positive work and organizations to design interventions aimed at
improving employee work outcomes. A recent systematic review and meta-analysis
by Donaldson, Lee, and Donaldson (under review) found a link between PPIs at work
and improving desirable and reducing undesirable work outcomes. The purpose of
this chapter was to synthesize the empirical evidence demonstrating the effectiveness
of PPIs at work, using a theory-driven evaluation (TDE) approach. TDE refers to
the systematic use of substantive knowledge (i.e., social science theory, stakeholder
theory, or some combination of both) about the intervention under consideration to
improve, produce knowledge, or determine its merit, value, and worth (Donaldson, in
Program theory-driven evaluation science: Strategies and applications. Psychology
Press, New York, 2007). This systematic review will provide valuable information
for practitioners deciding to use PPI’s in their organizations.
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1 Introduction

Positive Work and Organizations (PWO) has galvanized the workplace in several
continents, spawned university programs, and inspired professional disciplines since
its inception nearly two decades ago. Donaldson and Ko (2010) were the first to reveal
an emerging body of PWO literature and scholarship published in the US, Europe, and
other parts of the world, demonstrating its upward growth in the new millennium.
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Positive psychology interventions (PPIs) at work have also developed extensively
in the past 20 years, along with research demonstrating a link to work outcomes.
A recent meta-analysis by Donaldson, Lee, and Donaldson (under review) found
that positive psychology theory (whether interventions used PsyCap, job crafting,
strengths theory, etc.) had a unique impact on work outcomes.

There currently exists an opportunity to map the terrain of positive psychology
interventions (PPIs) at work, especially as corporate leaders and human resource
managers continue to invest in employee well-being (Agarwal, Bersin, Lahiri,
Schwartz, & Volini, 2018). One approach toward understanding the impact PPIs are
having on employee optimal functioning is theory-driven evaluation science (TDE).
TDE is an evaluative strategy designed to systematically use substantive knowledge
(i.e., social science theory, stakeholder theory, or some combination of both) about
the intervention under consideration to improve, produce knowledge, or determine
its merit, value, and worth (Donaldson, 2007). The purpose of using a TDE approach
is not just to understand if PPIs work in the organizational setting, but also why
they work. TDE provides valuable information on how positive psychology theory
is expected to improve employee outcomes compared to how it actually improves
employee outcomes. It also incorporates intervention characteristics in the evaluation
process (e.g., intervention delivery method, target audience, intervention protocols)
to help determine important moderators that facilitate or hinder intervention effec-
tiveness. The application of TDE to PPIs at work will glean insight on which positive
psychology theories work, why, and under what conditions they can best improve
employee positive optimal functioning. Thus, there are two goals of this chapter: (1)
evaluate theories of change used in PPIs at work and (2) evaluate the implementation
of PPIs at work.

1.1 Background of Positive Work and Organizations

The founding pioneers of positive psychology, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi
(2000), developed three pillars of positive psychology: positive subjective experi-
ence (e.g., well-being, contentment, flow, pleasure, and hope), positive character
traits (e.g., grit, wisdom, resilience, and creativity), and positive institutions (i.e.,
organizations, communities, and societies that promote citizenship and civic respon-
sibility). Along with the positive psychology movement, Warren, Donaldson, and
Luthans (2017) proposed an umbrella term called positive work and organizations
(PWO), which encourages cross-pollination of research among positive organiza-
tional psychology (POP), positive organizational behavior (POB), and positive orga-
nizational scholarship (POS). The need for a unifying framework is in response to the
impact the positive orientation has had beyond its original boundaries (e.g., applied
organizational psychology, organizational behavior, and management). For example,
POP, POS, and POB are now influencing technology, hospitality and management,
law, and financial planning, due to the growing popularity positive psychology is
receiving in the workplace (Warren et al., 2017). The goal of PWO is to encourage
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dialogue across subfields and serve as a clearinghouse for best practices in positive
psychology theory building and practice.

Luthans (2002) established positive organizational behavior (POB) and intro-
duced PsyCap as a human psychological capacity that consists of hope, optimism,
resilience, and self-efficacy. Similarly, Cameron, Dutton, and Quinn (2003), who
developed positive organizational scholarship (POS), were the first to study organiza-
tional virtuousness, positive deviance, and appreciation cultures. Finally, Donaldson
and Ko (2010) defined POP as “the scientific study of positive subjective experi-
ences and traits in the workplace and positive organizations, and its application to
improve the effectiveness and quality of life in organizations” that encompasses POB
and POS, closely addressing Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) claim for the
organizational context (p. 6). The key distinction between positive organizational
research and traditional organizational research relates to the perspective that views
employees as assets to be developed, rather than problems that need to be fixed
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005).

1.2 Positive Psychology Interventions in the Workplace

Positive psychology interventions (PPIs) in the workplace refer to any intentional
activity or method in organizations that utilizes the three pillars of positive psy-
chology (Meyers, van Woerkom, & Bakker, 2013). They include interventions that
use positive subjective experiences as part of the intervention method and not just a
by-product or consequence of a particular intervention, interventions that aim to iden-
tify, develop, or broaden human character strengths, and interventions that identify,
develop, or broaden organizations or organizational subgroups.

In this chapter, we build on the work of Meyers et al. (2013) and broaden the
definition to include interventions that explicitly utilize the theory and scholarship
of positive work and organizations to generate processes (e.g., resources, activi-
ties, & outputs) aimed at improving work outcomes. We refer to Donaldson et al.’s
(under review) study sample (N = 22) for this chapter because we aim to expand
their research using an evaluation lens. We focus on five types of interventions that
most frequently appeared in the positive psychology intervention literature (Don-
aldson, et al., under review). They include: (1) psychological capital interventions,
(2) employee job crafting interventions, (3) employee strengths interventions, (4)
employee gratitude interventions, and (5) employee well-being interventions.

1.2.1 PsyCap Interventions

Luthans, Avolio, Avey, and Norman (2007) developed psychological capital (Psy-
Cap) as a higher order construct that represents four positive subjective experiences
at work: hope (redirecting paths to work goals), resilience (ability to bounce back at
work), self-efficacy (confidence in one’s ability to succeed at work), and optimism
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(positive attributions about the future of work). PsyCap is a “state-like” construct
that is optimal for human resource practices because it is flexible and open to devel-
opment. Research on PsyCap interventions has found a link to improved job perfor-
mance, work engagement, and organizational citizenship behaviors (Avey, Luthans,
& Youssef, 2010). For example, Zhang et al. (2014) tested a PsyCap intervention with
five Chinese companies based on Luthans et al. (2006) micro-intervention model.
This intervention consisted of four online training sessions, targeting each of the four
components of PsyCap. Participants were also encouraged to create specific, measur-
able, achievable, relevant, and time bound (SMART) goals. The intervention group
had significantly higher job performance compared to a control group at posttest,
supporting the relationship between PsyCap and job performance.

1.2.2 Employee Job Crafting Interventions

Job crafting refers to proactive behaviors that engage employees in the redesign of
their work (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Research has suggested that job crafters
(a) create an optimal fit between work demands and personal strengths and (b) experi-
ence personal growth, well-being, and work engagement (Bakker, Rodriquez-Munoz,
& Sanz-Vergel, 2016; Demerouti & Bakker, 2014). The jobs-demands resources
(JD-R) theory provides a model for employees to alter job demands and personal
resources. Intervention studies with JD-R model showed mixed results. For instance,
Van de Huevel, Demerouti, and Peeters (2015) reported that an intervention with
the JD-R model significantly increased leader-member exchange and significantly
decreased negative affective well-being. However, the JD-R model is likely to have
a longitudinal positive impact in organizations. For example, whereas Van Winger-
den, Derks, and Bakker (2017b) reported that a job crafting intervention did not
improve work engagement in the study with six weeks, Van Wingerden, Derks, and
Bakker’s (2017a) found that a job crafting intervention that used JD-R model as the
theory of change improved work engagement up to one year after the intervention
was administered (Table 1).

1.2.3 Employee Strengths Interventions

Individual character strengths have been defined as “ways of behaving, thinking or
feeling that an individual has a natural capacity for, enjoys doing, and which allow
the individual to achieve optimal functioning while they pursue valued outcomes”
(Quinlan, Swain, & Vella-Brodrick, 2012, p. 1146). Existing questionnaires and
inventories, such as Values in Action (VIA) and Realise 2, help employees identify
their strengths at work (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Harzer and Ruch (2012) had
participants learn about their four highest character strengths, think about ways they
could use these strengths in the workplace, and develop if-then-plans to implement
them in practice (see Table 2). Prior research has shown that strengths interventions
are an effective tool for improving transformational leadership, calling at work, and
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the performance appraisal process (Harzer & Ruch, 2012; Mackie, 2014; Williams,
2010).

1.2.4 Employee Gratitude Interventions

Gratitude interventions at work are designed to help employees notice and appreciate
the positive aspects of work life (Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). For example, Chan
(2010) and Harty, Gustafsson, Bjorkdahl, and Moller (2016) tested gratitude inter-
ventions that asked employees to record three good things that they are grateful for
related to their job. These interventions used the count-your-blessings model, which
assumes a grateful outlook will create positive and optimistic appraisals, improving
well-being at work (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005). Employees that were
in the gratitude condition had higher job satisfaction and self-efficacy compared to
a control group after a 10-week intervention program.

1.2.5 Employee Well-Being Interventions

The last two types of positive psychology interventions included in our review are
employee well-being, including positive relationships and self-compassion inter-
ventions, which utilize Seligman’s Theory of Well-Being known as PERMA (posi-
tive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment; Seligman,
2011). These interventions have been shown to not only improve well-being in
the workplace, but also lower absenteeism, higher job satisfaction, less turnover
intent, and organizational commitment (Laschinger et al., 2012). For example, the
CREW (positive relationship) intervention is organized around five activities: pro-
mote respectful interactions among staff on unit, develop skills in conflict manage-
ment, teambuilding on unit, share successes within and outside of units, and eliminate
negative communication associated with poor resources system (Laschinger et al.,
2012). The results from a hospital setting with nurses revealed significant increases
in empowerment in the intervention group compared to the control group, which has
also been linked to improved organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and men-
tal and physical health (Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, & Wilk, 2004; Laschinger,
Finnegan, & Wilk, 2009).

2 Theory-Driven Evaluation

Scholars, practitioners, and human resource managers will likely want to know why
and under what conditions PPIs at work are the most efficacious. TDE was chosen
as a framework to evaluate the selected interventions because it is a tool through
which we can understand both outcomes and mechanisms that foster intervention
success or failure. Rogers (2000) defines TDE as “an explicit theory or model of
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how the program causes the intended or observed outcomes and an evaluation that
is at least partly guided by this model” (p. 5). Similarly, Chen (1990, 2005) sug-
gested the key tenet of TDE is an evaluation guided by a conceptualization or ratio-
nale of intervention theory. This includes a set of implicit or explicit assumptions
about the intervention under consideration, and what is required to produce desired
change. This type of evaluation approach differs from what is called “black box”
evaluation, which is only interested in the connection between the intervention and
outcomes. Further, TDE encompasses descriptive assumptions (i.e., change model)
about the intervention, which detail causal processes expected to happen, and pre-
scriptive assumptions, or steps that need to be taken to produce desired outcomes
(Chen, 1990). TDE can improve evaluation design by helping disentangle the rela-
tionship between intervention theory and implementation, inform evaluation meth-
ods, and understand contextual factors that are relevant to interested stakeholders
(Donaldson, 2007). TDE has influenced a broad range of evaluations, including W.
K. Kellogg Foundation’s (2000) community change initiatives, The Overseas Devel-
opment Institute (ODI), and The International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie),
among many more (Coryn, Noakes, Westine, & Schroter, 2011).

2.1 Change Model

The theory of change consists of stakeholders’ shared understanding of what is
expected to happen between the intervention and outcomes. In our chapter, the inter-
ventions consist of positive psychology theories used in PPIs at work and their
relationship with work outcomes (e.g., work engagement, performance, etc.). The
interventions may also include determinants, or mechanisms upon which the inter-
vention may be developed. Examples include intervention delivery type (e.g., online,
in-person, group) and other intervention characteristics, such as length of interven-
tion, setting, industry type, etc. See Fig. 1 for TDE framework.

2.2 Action Model

Whereas the change model is concerned with how the intervention will cause a
change in work outcomes, the action model is focused on aspects of intervention
implementation. We included Chen’s (1990) action model in our evaluation: the
implementing organization, intervention protocols, intervention implementers, and
target group. Implementing organization refers to the entity that allocates resources,
trains, recruits, and coordinates the intervention. Intervention protocols are the mate-
rials, deliverables, or activities of an intervention. For example, participant may be
given structured reading material or told to perform certain activities, such as medi-
ation exercises. Intervention implementers are the people responsible for delivering
the intervention, including trained facilitators, coaches, and researchers. Lastly, the
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Fig. 1 Change model and action model (Chen, 2012)

target group refers to the types of participants (e.g., demographic characteristics),
including their willingness to be committed to and cooperate with intervention pro-
tocols.

2.3 Search Strategy

Before we use theory-driven evaluation to review PPI’s at work it is necessary to
outline the search strategy and inclusion criteria. Donaldson et al. (under review)
conducted a systematic literature search, and examined the Oxford Handbook of Pos-
itive Organizational Scholarship to develop an initial list of search terms (Cameron
& Spreitzer, 2012). Based on central themes outlined in the volume and prior work
from Meyers et al. (2013), they created broad search terms that they believed would
capture positive interventions at work. The first search terms consisted of “pos-
itive organizational behavior”, “positive organizational scholarship.” The second
search terms included combinations of “intervention,” “work* (workplace)”, “orga-

nization* (organizational)”, “employee”, “manager,” “training,” and “group inter-
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vention.” Those search terms were then entered into three electronic databases:
PsycINFO, PsycArticles, and IST Web of Science.

After investigating online databases, they then searched specific constructs (e.g.,
psychological capital, job crafting, & strengths theory) based on their representation
in the POP, POS, and POB literature (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2011). They also exam-
ined the Journal of Happiness Studies and European Journal of Work and Organiza-
tional Psychology because they are known to be major outlets for publishing positive
interventions at work. Lastly, to combat the threat of publication bias they sent out
two announcements to the Academy of Management Listserv and the International
Positive Psychology Association’s, Positive Work and Organization Newsletter for
any unpublished data on positive interventions at work. We use this literature search
to identify relevant papers for our chapter.

2.3.1 Inclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria included:

Positive psychology intervention is defined using Donaldson and Ko’s (2010),
and Warren, Donaldson, and Luthans’s (2017) review of POP, POS, and POB, and/or
explicitly in line within the theoretical tradition of PWO. If the intervention included
a mixture of POP, POS, and POB with traditional organizational behavior, it was
excluded from the analysis.

Studies were included if they (a) implemented an experimental or quasi-
experimental intervention in an organizational setting (e.g., with employees, man-
agers, teachers, nurses, staff members, etc.), (b) and included pre- and post- test
measures at, (c) the individual, team, or organizational level (Meyers et al., 2013).

Peer-reviewed journal articles (in English), unpublished articles, working papers,
and dissertations published between the years 2000 and 2018 were included in the
analysis.

2.4 Study Characteristics

Twenty-two intervention studies were included in this review, representing PPIs at
work conducted across 10 countries, including Australia, China, United States, and
Netherlands to name a few. There were five positive psychology theories represented
across the 22 studies: psychological capital, job crafting, gratitude, strengths theory,
and well-being. These interventions were also conducted in several types of indus-
tries, including education, police, health, and government. The distribution of gender
varied across the studies, ranging from 36.8 to 96% of women included in the study.
We also captured whether or not the interventions used randomization, the interven-
tion delivery type (e.g., individual, group), length of the intervention, and outcome
measures. Table 3 shows all relevant study characteristics.
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3 Key Evaluation Questions

To date, there have been systematic reviews and meta-analyses, but no study that uses
a TDE framework to evaluate PPIs at work. Thus, this study is the first of its kind to
bridge evaluation science and PWO for the purposes of investigating the impact of
PPIs in the workplace. We sought out to address two evaluation questions:

Which theories of change are used in PPIs at work? To what extent are theories of
change efficacious toward improving desired work outcomes?

How do characteristics of the action model impact the efficacy of PPIs at work? What
is the role of intervention implementers, implementing organizations, intervention
protocols, and target groups?

4 Evaluating PPIs at Work

4.1 Theories of Change and Action Models

4.1.1 Employee Gratitude Interventions

Two theory of change models appeared in employee gratitude interventions: the
count-your blessings model (e.g., Chan, 2010; Harty et al., 2016) and the sustainable
happiness model (e.g., Kaplan et al., 2014; Winslow et al, 2017). None of the papers
provided an explicit (i.e., graphical) theory of change between gratitude interventions
and their studied work outcomes. However, the implicit theories of change for the
count-your-blessings model purported that gratitude has a direct influence on well-
being by creating positive appraisals about one’s life (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005;
Seligman et al., 2006) whereas the sustainable happiness model focused on shifting
employee’ focus from negative events to positive ones (Baumeister, Bratslavsky,
Finkenauer, & Voh, 2001; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

In terms of work outcomes, various desired and undesired outcomes were mea-
sured, such as job satisfaction and job affectivity. The count-your-blessings model
significantly increased job satisfaction (see Harty et al., 2016), whereas the sustain-
able happiness model showed no effect on job satisfaction (see Winslow et al., 2017).
The count-your blessings model also decreased negative affectivity (i.e., emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization; Chan, 2010). However, the sustainable happiness
model showed mixed results from two different studies: Kaplan et al. (2013) reported
that the sustainable happiness model decreased negative affectivity whereas Winslow
etal. (2017) reported null results on decreasing both negative affective wellbeing and
job stress.

From the action model perspective, there were no differences in the type of delivery
methods; that is, both Kaplan (2013) and Winslow et al. (2017) delivered interven-
tions via web-platforms using a gratitude prompt. Both studies used similar exercises,
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which consisted of participants recounting up to three things they are grateful for at
work. However, the target group and implementing organization of the two studies
showed noticeable differences. A majority of Kaplan’s (2013) target audience were
employees in administrative jobs (92% of the participants) in two large universities
in the US whereas Winslow et al.’s (2017) had a wide range of audience types that
included client-facing jobs (47% of the participants) and managers (21%). Therefore,
Winslow et al.’s (2017) audience was more heterogeneous than Kaplan’s (2013). See
Table 1 for complete list of theories of change.

4.1.2 Employee Job Crafting Interventions

The JD-R model was chosen unanimously in the employee job crafting interven-
tions. Unlike the gratitude interventions, the majority (60%, n = 3) of job crafting
interventions presented a theory of change to support their interventions. The JD-R
model provides a clear description of employee personal resources, job demands,
and the best way to adapt successfully at work (Bakker, 2011). The theory postu-
lates if employees become aware of their psychological and personal resources they
will be better able to perform and meet job demands. Work outcomes included in
the theories of change were primarily focused on work engagement, in-role perfor-
mance, and positive and negative affective well-being at work. However, other work
outcomes included openness to change, adaptive performance, and leader-member
exchange. Van Wingerden et al.’s (2016, 2017) found a significant increase in work
engagement and in-role performance after a job crafting intervention whereas Van
Winderden et al. (2017) had null findings for work engagement but significant find-
ings for in-role performance. Demerouti et al. (2017) found that an employee job
crafting intervention significantly increased positive affective well-being at work,
openness to change, and adaptive performance, while Van den Heuvel et al. (2015)
had null findings for positive affective well-being at work, but a significant increase in
leader-member exchange and a significant decrease in negative affective well-being
at work.

All of the employee job crafting action models were based on the Michigan Job
Crafting Exercise, and all used trained facilitators to manage a series of activities,
including a critical reflection, feedback session, and action planning workshop (see
Table 2 for action models). Moreover, these interventions were conducted in several
different types of organizations, including healthcare (n = 1), primary schools for
special education (n = 2), municipality (n = 1) and police district (n = 1). One key
theme in the employee job crafting interventions was educating participants on the
background of JD-R theory, and a deliberate focus on creating specific job crafting
goals.
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4.1.3 PsyCap Interventions

There were three theories of change presented in the PsyCap intervention studies:
I0-0OI (Inside Out-Outside In) Model, PsyCap Micro-intervention Model, and com-
bination of the PsyCap Micro-intervention Model & the Conservation of Resource
(COR) theory. The 10-IO proposes that employee well-being is impacted by psy-
chological factors inside the employee and outside the employee (Williams, Kern, &
Waters, 2016). Psychological factors inside the employee are malleable and include
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Factors outside the employees are beyond the control
of the individual, such as organizational culture. This model proposes that elevat-
ing organizational members to see the best in others will propel them to act more
virtuously. The PsyCap/COR theory intervention postulated that people try to pro-
tect valuable resources at work, especially when there is a threat of loss. However,
the negative impact of these losses can be mitigated by PsyCap, which is a devel-
opable employee resource. The outcomes included in the PsyCap interventions were
organizational virtuousness, work engagement, and job performance. Yuan (2015)
and Zhang et al. (2014) reported significant increases in work engagement and job
performance, respectively. Williams et al. (2016) found null improvements in orga-
nizational virtuousness.

The action models in our PsyCap interventions included targeted activities for
each of the sub-components (i.e., hope, resilience, optimism, and self efficacy). For
example, Yuan (2015) used SMART goals, expressive writing, ABCDE model, and
risk management exercises to teach each component of PsyCap in his intervention.
Williams, Kern, and Walters (2017) and Williams et al. (2016) leveraged PsyCap
research and materials from University of Pennsylvannia’s Positive Psychology Cen-
ter, and Zhang et al. (2014) used the Happy @ Work training and structured reading
materials. Trained facilitators administered three of the four PsyCap interventions
and one was administered online. Finally, the target groups consisted of employ-
ees in random organizations and an independent school (teaching and non-teaching
positions).

4.14 Employee Strengths Interventions

There were five different theories of change used in the employee strengths interven-
tions: Clifton Strengths Finder, VIA framework, manualization framework, positive-
activity model, and Character Strengths and Virtues framework. However, while
these studies used different theoretical models, their underlying logic remained sim-
ilar. That is, developing employee strengths should lead to increased desirable and
reduced undesirable work outcomes. For example, the outcomes from the theories
of change included performance appraisals, calling at work, other-rater feedback
on transformational leadership, work engagement, burnout, and work-related well-
being. Unlike other positive psychology theories included in our paper, employee
strengths interventions reported a diverse set of work outcomes. The intervention that
used the Clifton Strengths Finder reported null findings on the performance appraisal
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process (Williams, 2010), and the intervention that used Character Strengths and
Virtues (CSV) framework found null increases in work related well-being (Page &
Vella-Brodrick, 2013). On the other hand, Harzer and Ruch’s use of the VIA frame-
work was successful at increasing calling in the workplace, the positive-activity
model found significant increases in work engagement and decreases in burnout
(Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2017), and the manualization framework found signifi-
cantincreases in other-rater feedback on transformational leadership (Mackie, 2014).

Employee strengths theory intervention action models followed a similar format:
a strengths-identification assessment followed by a training session on how to incor-
porate strengths in the workplace. For example, Harzer and Ruch (2012) used the
VIA to educate their participants on their four highest signature strengths. They were
then asked to think about their daily work activities, and how their strengths play out
in those tasks. The last step challenged employees to use their signature strengths
in new and meaningful ways at work. In addition to the VIA, there were other
strengths assessments used, such as Realise 2 Inventory and 360-feedback (Mackie,
2014), Seligman’s (2011) strengths-identification activities (Harzer & Ruch, 2012,
Williams, 2010), and self-reflection exercises (Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2017).
Williams (2010) and Hazer and Ruch (2012) used web-based platforms, whereas
Mackie (2014) used executive coaches, Meyers and Van Woerkom (2017) used a
trained facilitator, and Page and Vella-Brodrick (2013) used a researcher to imple-
ment the intervention. The implementing organizations included the university set-
ting (n = 1), non-profit organization (n = 2), training and development consultancy
(n = 1), and government agency (n = 1). Finally, the employees that participated in
the strengths interventions consisted of leaders, senior managers, HR, and marketing
communications employees.

4.1.5 Employee Well-Being Interventions

Neumeier et al. (2017) and Laschinger et al. (2012) used aspects of Seligman’s
PERMA model in their theory of change. PERMA suggests there are five key ele-
ments of well-being: positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, meaning,
and accomplishment. Further, PERMA is found to improve organizational outcomes,
such as higher workplace well-being levels including lower absenteeism, higher job
satisfaction, among many more. The work outcomes included employee well-being,
empowerment, trust in management, supervisor incivility, and work-related psy-
chological flexibility. Neumeier et al. (2017) found that an intervention designed
using PERMA significantly increased employee well-being, and Laschigner et al.
(2012) positive relationships intervention found significant increases in employee
empowerment, trust in management, and significant decreases in supervisor incivil-
ity. Finally, Fiery (2016) used an intervention that combined self-compassion and
the JD-R model. The paper reported that an intervention group had a significant
increase in work-related psychological flexibility compared to a control group.
Action models in the employee well-being interventions included activities that
targeted aspects of PERMA and guided meditations. For example, Neumeier et al.



The Effectiveness of Positive Psychology Interventions ... 151

(2017) had participants in the intervention group practice gratitude, savor the
moment, visualize their best-self, and perform random acts of kindness. The self-
compassion intervention included guided meditations taught in the Mindful Self-
Compassion Program (Fiery, 2016). Two of the employee well-being interventions
were administered online and one used a trained facilitator. The organizational set-
tings included a university (n = 1), hospital (n = 1), and animal shelter (n = 1) with
participants ranging from self-registered employees, nurses, and random employees
at an animal shelter.

5 Discussion

Positive psychology interventions in the workplace have made tremendous strides in
the past two decades. There now exists a robust body of literature, including primary
intervention studies, review papers, along with a recent meta-analysis (Avey et al.,
2011; Bolier et al., 2013; Donaldson et al., (under review); Gilbert, Foulk, & Bono,
2018; Knight, Patterson, & Dawson, 2017; Rudolph, Katz, Lavingne, & Zacher, 2017;
Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009) linking PPI’s with work outcomes, including improved
work engagement and well-being. This paper sought out to evaluate the efficacy of
PPI’s at work using a TDE framework. TDE offers a lens through which we can
understand why and under what conditions PPI’s are the most effective. The purpose
of combining TDE and PPI’s at work was to provide practitioners and scholars with
information for designing and implementing future interventions in the workplace,
as well as a framework to test the efficacy of such interventions. We sought to
address two evaluation questions from the intervention studies we reviewed: (1)
which theories of change are used in PPIs at work? (2) how does the action model
impact intervention efficacy?

Chen (2012) and Donaldson (2007), prominent thought leaders in evaluation the-
ory, conceptualize TDE as a framework to improve the design, implementation, and
evaluation of organizational interventions. The key tenets of TDE include a theory of
change and action model describing why the intervention should work, along with a
plan to foster implementation. These models serve to reveal theoretical casual mech-
anisms (including social science theory and stakeholder theory) and the relationship
between expected and actual intervention outcomes. Our evaluation revealed six
types of positive psychology theories and 15 unique theories of change models. The
majority of intervention studies did not include an explicit theory of change in their
intervention design, but all 22 studies included an implicit theory of change with
expected work outcomes. In addition, all papers provided literature to support their
research hypotheses. The action models helped contextualize how the theories were
implemented in practice, and which intervention characteristics served as important
moderators in intervention effectiveness.

Employee gratitude interventions mostly relied on the count-your-blessing model
and the sustainable happiness model. Unlike other hands-on interventions (e.g., train-
ings and workshops) included in our sample, employee gratitude interventions tended
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to use simple intervention exercises (e.g., recount three good things) and an online
platform. Beside one intervention with null findings, the other gratitude interventions
reported significant increases in work outcomes, such as job satisfaction, proso-
cial behavior, and positive work-related well-being. A meta-analysis by Sitzmann,
Kraiger, Stewart, and Wisher (2006) attests to the effectiveness of online interven-
tions above and beyond traditional in-person approaches due to their ease, delivery,
and cost. In addition, the implementing organizations and target groups included
a variety of employees at different levels, suggesting that employee rank may not
influence the efficacy of the interventions. For example, the sustainable happiness
model for a university staff had a significant effect whereas the same model for a
diverse group that includes sales managers and leaders had a null effect. However, the
count-your-blessings model showed significant effects across different participants.
Thus, if practitioners are looking for a simple and effective PPI that can improve
workplace outcomes, the count-your-blessings model may be worth considering.

The JD-R model undergirded each employee job crafting intervention, which
provides a clear connection between job demands, resources, psychological states,
and their relationship with work outcomes. Our sample studies that used JD-R model
interventions demonstrated improved work engagement and in-role performance.
The interventions had similar theories of change and action models, maybe due to
the institutional affiliation of the authors. Trained facilitators conveyed job crafting
interventions in a group format using the Michigan Job Crafting Exercise. Knight
etal. (2017) suggested that group interventions are effective because they engender a
climate of social support. Moreover, Donaldson et al. (under review) found types of
intervention (i.e., group, on-line, and individual) moderated the relationship between
positive psychology interventions and desirable work outcomes (e.g., engagement).
The employee job crafting interventions we reviewed engaged participants in a group
setting, were detailed activities, and focused on creating actionable goals. Thus,
employee job crafting interventions in our sample demonstrated the utility of the
JD-R model and importance of effective delivery methods.

Like the employee job crafting interventions, PsyCap interventions were also
grounded in a wealth of research. For example, research and materials from Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center were used in two interventions,
and the other two interventions included Luthans et al. (2007) exercises and the
Happy @Work training program (see Table 2). Consistent with Donaldson et al.’s
(under review) finding that PsyCap interventions were effective at improving desir-
able and undesirable work outcomes, along with numerous primary studies linking
PsyCap to work outcomes, such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment,
we suggest PsyCap is a great tool for organizational interventions. The four sub-
components of PsyCap allowed intervention designers and implementers to target
activities aimed at improving each construct, which has been demonstrated to influ-
ence work outcomes.

The employee strengths interventions in our sample provided five different
strengths frameworks applied in organizations. Also, each intervention measured
a different work outcome such as calling at work, transformational leadership, and
work engagement. The diversity of implementing organizations (e.g., non-profit, uni-
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versity, corporate, and government) and implementers (e.g., online, coaches, trained
facilitator, researcher) highlighted the dynamic nature of using strengths in the work-
place.

Employee well-being interventions were related to significant increases in
employee well-being, empowerment, trust in management, and supervisor incivility.
The PERMA model served as a guiding framework for intervention exercises, two of
which were conducted online, and a third, which used guided self-compassion med-
itations. Practitioners looking to target Seligman’s five aspects of well-being (i.e.,
PERMA) in organizations can impact work relationships and work-related well-
being.

6 Practical Implications for Multi-national Contexts

The practical implications of these evaluation findings are useful for scholars and
practitioners interested in PPIs at work and frameworks to evaluate their efficacy. A
TDE approach was useful for bridging the gap between what is expected to happen
and what actually happened in these interventions. It allowed us to evaluate the
relationship between theory, measurement, and implementation. For example, when
practitioners look to improve work engagement, PsyCap, job crafting, and PERMA
may be theories they consider for a change model. As such, practitioners interested
in using a specific type of intervention or work outcome can use these findings in
their organizations.

We also evaluated multi-national characteristics of PPIs at work that can offer
insight to practitioners in the field of positive organizational psychology. First, we
observed that some theories were more actively studied in certain countries. For
example, the Netherlands was the dominant country that conducted job crafting
intervention studies (75%; four papers). No job crafting intervention studies were
found in the US. This was interesting because even though the JD-R Model was
developed by a group of scholars in the Netherlands (see Bakker, Demerouti, 2006),
the US based Michigan Job Crafting Exercise was used to apply the JD-R model.
Future research on job crafting interventions in the US and other countries (i.e., Asian
countries) may answer this more accurately and provide insight for the effect of job
crafting interventions across different countries.

In the US, gratitude interventions at work were studied more than any other posi-
tive psychology interventions: three out of five studies in the US were gratitude inter-
ventions. Research suggests that other-focused contemplation might be more appro-
priate for a collectivistic rather than individualistic culture (Boehm, Lyubomirsky,
& Sheldon, 2011). Nonetheless, gratitude intervention studies from Asian countries
were absent. To better understand the effect of gratitude interventions across nations,
we encourage future intervention studies that diversify study samples from single
national to multi-national samples to compare the results.

Finally, strengths intervention studies were found from multiple countries that
include Australia, Germany, Netherlands, and the US We found no strength inter-
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vention studies from Asian countries. It may be the case that instead of emphasizing
individual signature strengths, Asian employees may be susceptible to carrying out
organizational needs before their own. Future research should better understand the
role that culture plays in these types of interventions.

6.1 Future Directions and Limitations

There are several areas of future research that would improve PPIs at work, especially
in multi-national work settings. First, future research could compare the effectiveness
of PPIs at work to traditional organizational behavior interventions across multi-
national settings. As aforementioned, we found job crafting intervention papers only
from European countries, and the majority of gratitude intervention studies appeared
from the US There were no strengths interventions in Asian countries. As a result,
without more intervention studies, interpretation of these findings is limited.

It would also be useful to understand approaches used in each country, and inter-
vention characteristics that moderate success or failure. The current study sample
did not show a clear distinction between nations in their implementation strategy,
which we assume is not reflected in their design of the action model. Consider-
ing cultural differences (e.g., collectivism and power distance) may moderate the
effect of interventions, and clearer depiction of how researchers operationalize cul-
tural aspects may be needed in the future studies to better understand multi-national
characteristics.

Finally, future studies could be dedicated to evaluating measures used in these
types of interventions. Donaldson et al. (under review) categorized work outcomes
as desirable and undesirable. As such, reviewing the psychometric properties of
measures underneath these categories would provide more support for their statistical
conclusions. Lastly, this study adhered to a rigorous inclusion criteria set forth by
Donaldson et al. (under review), which only included 22 studies. Future scholars and
practitioners would benefit from reviewing all types of interventions studies using
PPIs at work (i.e., those published, unpublished, etc.) to broaden the knowledge base
and inform future research and scholarship. Lastly, while TDE is a great starting
point, other evaluation approaches could be considered in future studies to leverage
more perspectives, besides the role of theory and implementation.

7 Conclusion

As the 21st century workplace continues to evolve, there is no doubt PWO is in a great
position to solve workplace challenges. By synthesizing what is known about PPIs
at work and using a TDE framework to evaluate the efficacy of such interventions,
we have provided scholars and practitioners a value proposition for using positive
psychology in their organizations. We have also shown which positive psychology
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theories have been used, and under what conditions they have been the most effica-

cious. Finally, this study provided a foundation for understanding how PPIs at work

are designed, measured, implemented, and evaluated in terms of their efficacy to

influence work outcomes. More research is needed to further these aspects of PPIs

at work so organizations can create a culture of flourishing and productivity.
“References marked with an asterisk indicate interventions included in our review.
References included in Tables 1-2 available upon request.
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