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Abstract

The objective of the present article is to review the literature on strengths use and develop-
ment in the workplace. This review (1) presents a summary of the outcomes of strengths
use in organizations, and (2) proposes a general intervention model facilitating strengths
development in the workplace. A systematic review was used to summarize the outcomes
of studies on strengths use at work, whereas a narrative review was employed to exam-
ine the main strengths development interventions available, and to propose an integrative
model. Results indicate that strengths use is associated with job satisfaction, work engage-
ment, well-being, and work performance. Furthermore, scholars and professionals use
similar intervention strategies that can be summarized in a five-step integrative model to
promote strengths development in organizations. We discuss the theoretical and practical
implications, as well as avenues for future research.

Keywords Strengths - Organizations - Intervention - Positive psychology

1 Introduction

When an organization is faced with problems associated with burnout, personnel turnover,
and absenteeism, the question of personal and professional fulfillment is paramount. The
positive psychology movement has expanded mental health knowledge beyond a focus on
alleviating illness and mental disorders. This approach is defined as “the study of the con-
ditions and processes that contribute to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people,
groups and institutions” (Gable and Haidt 2005, p. 104). It is considered the most rigorous
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scientific approach for studying positive human experiences, and its popularity has gener-
ated much interest in the scientific community (Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews 2012;
Seligman 2012; Seligman et al. 2005).

Positive psychology is intended to complement the traditional deficit approach. Indeed,
human beings appear to have a natural inclination to devote greater attention to the nega-
tive or dysfunctional (Sheldon and King 2001). This negativity bias has been addressed in
numerous studies, the results of which have led to the rapid implementation of new and
reliable evaluation strategies as well as effective treatments (Nathan and Gorman 1998;
Seligman 1994).

Organizations still seem to cultivate this deficit culture (Bouskila-Yam and Kluger 2011;
Roberts et al. 2005a). Most organizations seem to take employee strengths for granted and
emphasize minimizing weaknesses instead (Buckingham and Clifton 2001). Managers tend
to identify and then manage deficits by seeking to correct employees’ dysfunctional skills,
abilities, attitudes or behaviors (Luthans 2002) through training, feedback, and coaching
(Linley et al. 2009; Van Woerkom et al. 2015). While such an approach can potentially
help employees to improve skills and performance, this approach can be demoralizing and
therefore less effective than focusing on individual strengths (Hodges and Clifton 2004).
Moreover, studying deficits and dysfunctions cannot reveal the unique impact of strengths
(Buckingham and Clifton 2001). In fact, the best opportunity for individual development
lies in investing in people’s strengths, not in managing their weaknesses (Linley et al.
2009; Roberts et al. 2005b). In other words, minimizing weaknesses can prevent failure but
cannot inspire excellence.

In recent years, strengths have been the subject of much research (Hodges and Clifton
2004; Linley 2008; Roberts et al. 2005b), and many experts have called for the develop-
ment of valid interventions that can be applied in the field (Proctor et al. 2011; Proyer
et al. 2015; Quinlan et al. 2012). Considering the ever increasing volume of research con-
ducted in this area and the demand for empirically validated guidelines for conducting
strengths development interventions, it seems important to review the current knowledge
on strengths use and development in organizational environments in order to shed light on
existing data in a more structured and critical way.

Previous work has been conducted in this regard by Quinlan et al. (2012) and more
recently by Ghielen et al. (2017). Quinlan et al. (2012) first reviewed eight strengths inter-
ventions studies using experimental or quasi-experimental designs. Results indicated sig-
nificant increases in different measures of well-being in all intervention studies. Ghielen
et al. (2017) extended the latter work by conducting a review of strengths interventions
studies published between 2012 and 2017. Eighteen (quasi-) experimental studies were
identified through a systematic literature search. Results showed that strengths interven-
tions performed in a wide variety of contexts had positive effects on a broad range of out-
comes, including well-being (e.g., positive affect, life satisfaction, depression), job out-
comes (e.g., work performance, work engagement), personal growth initiative and group
outcomes (e.g., information sharing, class cohesion).

Our review extends previous work by Quinlan et al. (2012) and Ghielen et al. (2017)
in three significant ways. First, we concentrated our review solely on studies conducted
in the workplace, as it is an area in which strengths application is particularly active and
highly relevant. Second, whereas both previous reviews focus on intervention studies, we
also included correlational studies in order to provide a thorough and comprehensive por-
trait of the scientific knowledge available. Third, we investigated various strengths devel-
opment strategies used in the workplace in order to provide additional insights on the opti-
mal design of strengths interventions and propose an integrative model for applied settings.
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The objective of the present article is therefore to review the literature on strengths use and
development in the workplace. This literature review is intended to (1) provide a summary of
the outcomes of strengths use in organizations, and (2) propose an integrative model based
on the main intervention steps found in the literature regarding strengths development in the
workplace. To this end, the three principal strengths approaches and their associated measure-
ment instruments will first be described, followed by the methodology employed in order to
meet our dual objective. Then, results related to the use of strengths in the workplace will be
presented and discussed. Likewise, the intervention steps necessary to successfully foster the
development of employee strengths in organizations will be described and discussed. As a
final analysis, a general discussion will follow, in which we will review our main findings and
comment our study.

2 Studying and Developing Strengths

Strengths is an important topic of study for several reasons. First, strengths fluctuate and can
develop continuously over the course of a lifetime (Biswas-Diener 2006; Park et al. 2006).
For example, in the United States, hope, teamwork or enthusiasm seem to be more common
among youth than adults, while appreciation of beauty, authenticity, leadership or openness
seem to be more common among adults (Park et al. 2006). Cultural institutions that encour-
age strengths and virtues have also been identified in many different cultures (Biswas-Diener
2006). This suggests that strengths development is advantageous within evolution, and could
thus be expected to be part of successful societal functioning.

Second, to the individual who holds them, strengths appear so natural as to seem self-evi-
dent (Buckingham and Clifton 2001). Interfering with values and actions, strengths are often
simply seen as “the right thing to do” by the person, a habit more than a singular behavior.
Some researchers suggest that these behavioral patterns may be anchored in neural networks,
which would explain the ease with which they are used by the person, and the sense of authen-
ticity and energy resulting from their use (Buckingham and Clifton 2001; Linley 2008). For
this reason, strengths can also be ignored or discredited (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011; Bucking-
ham and Clifton 2001). The individual may then miss out on a great opportunity for personal
development.

Third, better understanding strengths seems to be highly beneficial not only for individu-
als, but also for organizations, since exercising them has a positive impact on employee well-
being and performance (Dubreuil et al. 2016; Harzer and Ruch 2016; Littman-Ovadia et al.
2017). Employees who are actively encouraged to use their strengths at work handle their
workload more effectively and show lower levels of absenteeism (Van Woerkom et al. 2016a),
while experiencing higher levels of vitality, flow, passion and engagement at work (Dubreuil
et al. 2014; Forest et al. 2012; Lavy and Littman-Ovadia 2017; Van Woerkom et al. 2015).
As a result, organizations that rely on employees’ strengths see productivity, sales, and profit
increase (Hodges and Asplund 2010), while at the same time increasing employee satisfaction,
pleasure, commitment, and meaning (Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2013).
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3 Strengths in the Scientific Literature

An extensive look at the scientific literature shows that the strengths movement has been
developed over time by three main schools of thought, which mutually influenced each
other and therefore propose comparable, but slightly different definitions, classifications,
and measurement instruments to characterize strengths. As the concept of strengths is
based on different streams of research, integrating these three visions makes it possible to
develop a better understanding of the field and approach the concept in a broader and more
comprehensive perspective.

The Gallup Institute developed a first school of thought. Clifton and his colleagues
(Buckingham and Clifton 2001) have studied excellence in a wide variety of sectors for
several decades. They identified 34 talents that constitute the foundation of exceptional
performance. Each combination of talents is unique to the individual, and reflects his/
her field of excellence and path of development. According to these authors, a strength is
defined as “a constant near perfect performance in an activity” (Buckingham and Clifton,
p- 25), and has three components: talent, knowledge, and skills (Clifton and Harter 2003).
Talent is defined as a “naturally recurring pattern of thought, feeling or behavior”. The
key to strength development lies in the identification of talents, and refinement of these by
developing knowledge (facts and experiences) and skills (steps of an activity) (Asplund
et al. 2014).

Clifton and his team identified hundreds of talent themes, which they refined into 34
major ones (Buckingham and Clifton 2001; Clifton et al. 2002). The StrengthsFinder was
built for individuals to identify their own key talents via an electronic questionnaire (Buck-
ingham and Clifton 2001). A revised version, the StrengthsFinder 2.0, was developed later
(Rath 2007). It is comprised of 177 pairs of items representing potential self-descriptors
(e.g., “I get to know people individually”; “I accept many types of people”). The respond-
ent must choose on a five-point scale the statement that best describes him or her, and indi-
cate the extent to which it describes him or her (i.e., 1-“Strongly describes me [Option A]”,
3-Neutral, 5-“Strongly describes me [Option B]”). The participant is given 20 s to respond
before the system moves on to the next pair of items. Reliability studies conducted on mul-
tiple samples (n=2219; 46,902; 250,000) indicate that Cronbach’s alpha estimates vary
between .52 and .78 for the 34 strengths themes and test—retest correlations range between
.53 and .80 for a 6-months period. Factor analyses reported suggest a four-factor structure
comprised of the main themes of executing, influencing, relationship building, and strate-
gic thinking, although complete results of these analyses are not provided (Asplund et al.
2014).

Inspired by the early work of Clifton and his colleagues, Peterson and Seligman (2004)
developed a second school of thought. Their seminal handbook Character Strengths and
Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Peterson and Seligman 2004) describes and clas-
sifies the strengths and virtues that enable human beings to flourish (Seligman et al. 2005).
To establish this classification, the authors studied philosophical, religious, and psycho-
logical writings from around the world (Dahlsgaard et al. 2005) to draw out elements that
are valued universally, regardless of culture or historic period.

Peterson and Seligman (2004) define character strengths as the core psychological
ingredients that define moral virtues (see Table 1). They are neither secondary nor epi-
phenomenal to what is negative in human beings, but rather are singular entities. They are
both relatively stable and malleable in the individual (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011; Peter-
son and Seligman 2004). Their occurrence depends on context, individual values, personal
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Table 1 Strengths classifications

StrengthsFinder talents

Achiever Connectedness Harmony Relator
Activator Consistency Ideation Responsibility
Adaptability Context Includer Restorative
Analytical Deliberative Individualization Self-assurance
Arranger Developer Input Significance
Belief Discipline Intellection Strategic
Command Empathy Learner Woo
Communication Focus Maximizer
Competition Futuristic Positivity
VIA strengths
Virtues Associated strengths
Wisdom 1. Creativity

2. Curiosity

3. Judgment

4. Love of Learning

5. Perspective
Courage 1. Bravery

2. Honesty

3. Perseverance

4. Zest
Humanity 1. Kindness

2. Love

3. Social Intelligence
Justice 1. Fairness

2. Leadership

3. Teamwork
Temperance 1. Forgiveness

2. Humility

3. Prudence

4. Self-regulation
Transcendence 1. Appreciation of

beauty and excel-
lence

2. Gratitude

3. Hope

4. Humor

5. Spirituality
Strengths profile strengths
Action Curiosity Incubator Prevention
Adaptable Detail Innovation Pride
Adherence Drive Judgment Rapport builder
Adventure Emotional awareness Legacy Relationship deepener
Authenticity Empathic Listener Resilience
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Table 1 (continued)

Strengths profile strengths

Bounceback Enabler Mission Resolver

Catalyst Equality Moral compass Self-awareness
Centered Esteem builder Narrator Self-belief

Change agent Explainer Optimism Service
Compassion Feedback Organizer Spotlight
Competitive Gratitude Persistence Strategic awareness
Connector Growth Personal responsibility Time optimizer
Counterpoint Humility Personalisation Unconditionality
Courage Humor Persuasion Work Ethic
Creativity Improver Planner Writer

interests, and the presence of other strengths. Ten criteria define character strengths (Peter-
son and Seligman 2004): (1) They contribute to the development of oneself and others;
(2) They are morally valued; (3) Their use does not diminish others; (4) Their opposite
is negative; (5) They manifest at cognitive, emotional and behavioral levels; (6) They are
distinct from other positive traits; (7) They are embodied in consensual paragons; (8) They
are found in prodigies; (9) They may be absent in some people; (10) They are desired and
cultivated by different cultures. To be included in this classification, a strength must meet
most of these criteria. However, each criterion taken individually is not a necessary or
sufficient condition for the strength to be included. On this basis, Seligman and Peterson
determined 24 character strengths, which were then theoretically grouped by content into
six main virtues: wisdom, justice, courage, temperance, humanity, and transcendence (see
Table 1).

To assess character strengths, the Values In Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS)
was developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004). It consists of 240 items measuring
the respondent’s endorsement of different character strengths (e.g., “I never quit a task
before it is done”) on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1-“very much unlike me” to
5-“very much like me”. This measurement instrument ranks the participants’ strengths,
and allows the identification of his or her five “signature strengths,” which are con-
sidered to best reflect his or her character (Peterson and Seligman 2004). A series of
research studies recently led to updated versions of the VIA-IS (McGrath 2017). The
VIA-120 and VIA-72 are shortened versions of the VIA-IS, which were obtained by
respectively taking the five and three items from each scale demonstrating the highest
item-total correlations. Reliability studies conducted on the VIA-IS indicate Cronbach’s
alpha estimates ranging from .75 to .90, while the shortened scales present estimates
ranging from .67 to .90 (VIA-120) and .60 to .87 (VIA-72). The VIA-IS-R, a revised
measure of the VIA, is a 192-item instrument including positively and negatively keyed
items. Shorter versions, called VIA-IS-M and VIA-IS-P, are 96-items versions using
four items for each strength scale selected on the basis of corrected item-total correla-
tions. The VIA-IS-M includes positively and negatively keyed items, while the VIA-IS-
P only includes positively keyed items. Reliability studies conducted on the VIA-IS-R
indicate Cronbach’s alpha estimates ranging from .76 to .91, while shortened scales pre-
sent estimates ranging from .62 to .85 (VIA-IS-M) and .62 to .87 (VIA-IS-P). Additional
instruments, namely the Global Assessment of Character Strengths (72 items [long
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version] and 24 items [short version]), the Signature Strengths Survey, and the Overuse,
Underuse and Optimal-Use have also been developed by the VIA Institute on Charac-
ter for specific uses. Although Peterson and Seligman’s conceptualization of strengths
contains six virtues, early factor analysis suggested only four to five factors that partly
overlapped with their model (Littman-Ovadia and Lavy 2012; McGrath 2014; Peterson
et al. 2008; Ruch et al. 2010). Moreover, recent studies conducted on very large datasets
measuring character strengths (n=1,082,230) suggest that three main virtues emerge
from this classification: caring, inquisitiveness, and self-control (McGrath et al. 2018).
Nevertheless, other scholars also argue that studying intercorrelations between strengths
might not be the best way to arrive at virtues, claiming that the VIA classification was
never intended as a factor-analytic model, and may be examined through other means
such as expert judgements of strengths and virtues (Ruch and Proyer 2015).

A third school of thought was developed at the Center of Applied Positive Psychology
(CAPP) founded by Alex Linley. This approach defines strengths as a “pre-existing capac-
ity for a particular way of behaving, thinking, or feeling that is authentic and energizing to
the user, and enables optimal functioning, development and performance” (Linley 2008,
p- 9). Five fundamental principles underlie this perspective: (1) The strengths approach
focuses on what works in the human being; (2) Strengths are a part of human nature, every-
one possesses some; (3) The individual’s area of greatest potential for development lies in
his/her strengths; (4) Success is attained by fixing weaknesses only when making the most
of strengths as well; (5) Focusing on the individual’s strengths is the smallest thing to do to
make the biggest difference. The ability to draw upon strengths depends on the individual’s
strengths knowledge and use, and is linked to their social environment, values and inter-
ests. Therefore, strengths have great potential for development.

Linley and Harrington (2006) offer a less restrictive assessment of strengths. This per-
spective acknowledges that defining strengths through inclusion and exclusion criteria may
indeed provide a framework, but considers this very structure to potentially be restrictive.
Individuals exhibit strengths daily, and evidence of individual strengths can be collected as
data (Linley 2008). For example, feeling energized in an activity, feeling a sense of authen-
ticity, learning new information quickly, losing track of time or regularly meeting success
in an activity are signs of the presence of a strength. Linley et al. (2010a, b) also developed
the Realise2, now called the Strengths Profile, which evaluates 60 strengths across three
dimensions: energy, performance, and frequency of use. It is comprised of 180 statements
representing each of the 60 strengths (e.g., “Building rapport with people quickly and eas-
ily”; “Competing against others”; “Supporting others to grow and develop their abilities”)
which are measured according to the three dimensions of energy, performance, and use
on specific seven-point Likert-type scales (e.g., “how do you feel when...” from 1-“very
drained” to 7-“very energized”; “how successful are you at...” from 1-“very unsuccessful”
to 7-“very successful”; “how often do you find yourself...” from 1-“extremely rarely” to
7-“extremely often”). The Strengths Profile report provides results by classifying the attrib-
utes in four distinct categories: realised strengths, unrealised strengths, learned behaviors,
and weaknesses. Available data indicates adequate psychometric qualities, including inter-
nal consistency and test-retest reliability (Linley and Dovey 2015). In a pilot study testing
over 100 working adults, Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from .68 to .90. In a sample of
132 individuals, test-retest reliability over a 1-week period was calculated for each ele-
ment (performance, use and energy) for each of the 60 strengths, and correlations ranged
between r=.63 and r=.80. Although no studies on factorial structure are available for this
instrument, strengths were clustered on a conceptual basis under five categories labeled
Being, Communicating, Motivating, Relating and Thinking.
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In sum, three main schools of thought have developed models for conceptualizing,
assessing, and applying strengths in the workplace. While these movements are to some
extent distinct in the way they define and provide classifications of strengths, important
similarities remain as they mutually influenced each other. Indeed, most experts acknowl-
edge that strengths are naturally present within individuals, tend to generate energy, and
drive performance. Furthermore, strengths are considered as positive attributes that are sta-
ble, but not fixed and can be developed with conscious effort. Therefore, as numerous stud-
ies have been conducted on this subject in recent years, especially in the workplace, provid-
ing a thorough portrait of the scientific knowledge available seems imperative in order to
capture the actual understanding in the field and guide future research and application.

4 Method

As mentioned above, this article has a twofold purpose: (1) to provide a summary of the
outcomes of strengths use in organizations, and (2) to present the main intervention steps
found in the literature regarding strengths development in the workplace, and propose an
integrative model. To meet the first objective, a systematic review was conducted and the
available scientific literature was thoroughly examined. To meet the second objective, a
narrative literature review was conducted and the main intervention models found in arti-
cles, book chapters and professional books were reviewed.

The systematic review was conducted using different databases. First, peer-reviewed
articles were searched through the PsychINFO and PsychARTICLES databases and
by using the Google Scholar search engine. Keywords searched included: strengths,
work, organization, job, and workplace. This preliminary step identified 136 articles via
PsychINFO and PsychARTICLES and 462 articles via Google Scholar. The initial search
targeted articles that met the following inclusion criteria: (a) published in a peer-reviewed
journal; (b) written in English; (c) published after 1998, when the field of positive psychol-
ogy was established; (d) used a quantitative approach. Exclusion criteria were articles that
(a) focused on strengths possession or endorsement; (b) focused on a single strength (e.g.,
gratitude, optimism); (c) involved unemployed participants (e.g., students, job seekers, vol-
untary work); (d) used a qualitative approach; and (e) narrative literature reviews, thesis,
case reports or conference presentations. Twenty-five articles were selected and are listed
in the table below (see Table 2).

To meet the second objective, a narrative literature review was carried out. First, all
scientific articles that presented one or more interventions in strength development at work
were consulted. Second, key books and chapters on strength development at work that fall
into one of the three schools of thought mentioned above, either in terms of the definition
of strengths or one of the classifications, were consulted and thoroughly examined.

5 Results and Discussion—Consequences of Strengths Use

First, results of the systematic review of the literature on strengths use at work will be pre-
sented. To this end, the 27 studies selected according to our criteria will be described and
discussed.
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5.1 Results

The results of the 27 studies included are presented in Table 2. Overall, strengths use and
development seems to be positively associated with work performance and job satisfaction.
Indeed, results indicate that when employees identify, use, and develop their strengths at
work, they tend to perform better and are more proactive in the workplace (Cable et al.
2013; Dubreuil et al. 2014; Harzer and Ruch 2014; Van Wingerden and Van der Stoep
2018; Van Woerkom et al. 2015), demonstrating more helping behaviors and less coun-
terproductive ones (Kong and Ho 2016; Lavy and Littman-Ovadia 2017; Littman-Ovadia
et al. 2017), finding more creative solutions to problems (Lee et al. 2016) as well as adapt-
ing to change better (Dubreuil et al. 2014). Additionally, results suggest that these relations
are often mediated by positive emotions and engagement (Lavy and Littman-Ovadia 2017;
Littman-Ovadia et al. 2017; Van Woerkom and Meyers 2015). In contrast, over- or under-
utilization of strengths seems counterproductive and detrimental to performance (Harzer
and Ruch 2012; Kaiser and Overfield 2011).

Results also indicate that strengths use and development tends to be associated with
increased satisfaction and well-being at work. Strengths use is generally associated to a
sense of meaning at work (Harzer and Ruch 2013; Littman-Ovadia et al. 2017; Littman-
Ovadia and Steger 2010), and some studies suggest that strengths identification and devel-
opment could encourage work to be perceived as a vocation (Harzer and Ruch 2016). In
addition, strengths use in the workplace is also generally related to positive experiences,
such as satisfaction, pleasure, and commitment (Harzer and Ruch 2013), as well as to posi-
tive emotions such as joy, pride or enthusiasm (Cable et al. 2015; Littman-Ovadia et al.
2017), which in turn may have a positive impact on well-being (Meyers and Van Woerkom
2017). Strengths identification, use, and development in the workplace also tends to pro-
mote work engagement (Cable et al. 2015; Littman-Ovadia et al. 2017; Van Wingerden
and Van der Stoep 2018; Van Woerkom et al. 2015), psychological well-being (Forest et al.
2012), and life satisfaction (Dubreuil et al. 2016).

In a broader perspective, our review also indicated that organizational support for
strengths use appears to have an important impact on different work outcomes. As such,
a strengths-based psychological climate seems to be associated with a greater reliance
on personal strengths (Stander et al. 2014; Van Woerkom et al. 2016a), especially when
managers promote employees’ autonomy (Kong and Ho 2016). Such an environment can
positively affect work engagement (Botha and Mostert 2014; Mphahlele et al. 2018) and
encourage positive interactions between coworkers (Lee et al. 2016), leaders, and subordi-
nates (Els et al. 2016). Organizational support for strengths use is also positively associated
with in-role and extra-role performance (Van Woerkom and Meyers 2015; Van Woerkom
et al. 2016b), as well as with lower absenteeism, especially when employees are confronted
with high workload and emotional demands (Van Woerkom et al. 2016a).

6 Discussion

The results of this systematic review tend to corroborate the fundamental claim that
strengths use and development are closely linked to work performance and well-being
(Buckingham and Clifton 2001; Linley and Harrington 2006; Peterson and Seligman 2004;
Roberts et al. 2005b). Furthermore, they also support major theoretical models proposing
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that strengths use produces its effects on performance and well-being mainly through
heightened feelings of vitality, authenticity, and competence (Linley 2008; Peterson and
Seligman 2004; Hodges and Clifton 2004). Indeed, it seems that people who regularly
use their strengths at work are more engaged and absorbed in their tasks (Dubreuil et al.
2014; Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2013; Lavy and Littman-Ovadia 2017; Littman-Ovadia et al.
2017), and tend to feel more effective and intrinsically motivated at work (Clifton and Har-
ter 2003; Dubreuil et al. 2014; Kong and Ho 2016; Harzer and Ruch 2014; Van Woerkom
et al. 2015).

Interestingly, these positive states seem to be necessary for proactive behaviors to per-
sist (Fritz and Sonnentag 2007), and make it possible to exceed job requirements (Frese
et al. 1997). This phenomenon can be linked to Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build
theory, which stipulates that positive emotions broaden people’s modes of thinking and
action, which in turn build their personal and social resources and allow them to better
adapt to change, display proactive behaviors and succeed in a variety of situations. In a
similar way, self-determination theory proponents would argue that strengths use, through
enhanced feelings of competency, autonomy, and relatedness, tends to foster intrinsic
motivation at work (Gagné and Deci 2005; Linley et al. 2010a, b; Ryan and Deci 2000),
which in turn leads to higher levels of well-being (Gagné et al. 2015) and performance
(Cerasoli et al. 2014). The use and development of strengths can also be seen as promot-
ing a growth mindset, which is described by Dweck as seeing intelligence as “a malle-
able quantity that can be increased with effort and learning” (Dweck et al. 2014, p. 5).
This incremental conception of intelligence implies believing in the individual’s learning
abilities (Dweck 2006). On the one hand, for the individual believing in his/her capaci-
ties, progress involves efforts. On the other hand, for the supervisor, it implies to believe in
the person’s capacity of progress, and that he/she will send feedback, encouragement and
seek solutions to help the person gain ground. A growth mindset is positively linked to a
healthier attitude toward practice and learning, hunger for feedback, a greater ability to deal
with setbacks, and improved performance over time (Blackwell et al. 2007; Dweck et al.
2014). Thus, by emphasizing a growth-mindset through strengths development, individuals
can build resilience and long-term achievement (Dweck 2010). Without a doubt, working
on strengths is about identifying these resources and learning to make the most of them
in consideration with situational demands. Moreover, strengths use can be positioned in
Job Demands—Resources theory (Bakker and Demerouti 2017) as one of the behaviors that
mediates the feedback-loop from work engagement to job and personal resources. Accord-
ingly, employees who are engaged in their work are motivated to stay engaged. One of
the ways to realize this sustained work engagement is by proactively using one’s character
strengths because using strengths facilitates personal resources like optimism and self-effi-
cacy (Bakker and Van Woerkom 2017). Another possibility is to engage in job crafting (i.e.
proactively optimizing one’s job demands and resources; Tims et al. 2016) so as to make
strengths use more likely (Kooij et al. 2017). Thus, strengths use also has a positive influ-
ence on job resources, and may play a crucial role in the motivational gain cycle proposed
by JD-R theory.

These findings also echo studies conducted on strengths use and development in other
settings. In academic contexts, previous research has shown that relying on personal
strengths tends to improve students’ well-being and academic performance, as well as
effectiveness, autonomy and motivation (Madden et al. 2011; Waters 2011; Weber et al.
2016). Similarly, clinical findings show that well-being and optimal human functioning can
be promoted through strengths use (Rashid 2009; Rashid and Anjum 2008; Rashid et al.
2017; Seligman et al. 2006). Rashid (2015) argues that positive psychotherapies, and more
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specifically strengths-focused ones, tend to decrease depression and increase life satisfac-
tion, hope and good social functioning, as well as well-being.

7 Results and Discussion—Strengths Interventions

Having reviewed findings on the outcomes of strengths use at work, the various interven-
tions used to develop strengths in the workplace will be presented and discussed, and an
integrative model will be proposed.

7.1 Results

The main intervention models used in organizational contexts draw upon a variety of
methods for identifying, using and developing individual strengths. For example, Harzer
and Ruch (2016) recently developed an online intervention protocol which was applied
and tested against a placebo control condition. Participants first identified their four high-
est character strengths (using the VIA-Survey), and were requested to reflect on how they
used them in their daily activities and tasks. They were then asked to use their four main
strengths in new and different ways at work for 4 weeks, and were encouraged to do so by
developing “if—then” plans. After 1 month, results indicated an increase in calling and life
satisfaction. These results were maintained up to 6 months afterwards. In a similar way,
Forest et al. (2012) also developed an intervention in which they asked employees to iden-
tify their main character strengths (using the VIA-Survey), to describe themselves (on a
printed form) when they are at their best at work, and then to use two of their strengths at
work in a new way over the course of 2 weeks. At the end of this period, participants were
asked to indicate which strengths they used, and to think about the positive consequences
of using these strengths in their current job. Two months later, the results showed improved
strengths use, as well as increases in well-being and harmonious passion.

In their field study conducted with a sample of 116 Dutch employees, Meyers and Van
Woerkom (2017) described three stages in their experimental protocol: (1) identification of
strengths; (2) development of strengths; and (3) strengths use. Participants were first asked
to identify their three dominant strengths using specially developed character strengths
cards and guiding questions. Then, they took part in a half-day training program that was
facilitated by professionals and designed to help them develop and use their strengths at
work. Each participant then had to choose a partner who would check on their progress
regarding their strengths use and development. Results showed a short-term increase in
employee positive affect, which returned to baseline 1 month after the intervention, as well
as a short-term increase in psychological capital (self-efficacy, optimism, hope, resilience),
which was maintained over the 1-month follow-up period.

In their general model of strengths development, Clifton and Harter (2003) suggest
three steps that differ slightly from those mentioned above: (1) identification, (2) inte-
gration, and (3) changed behaviors. The distinctive feature of this model is that accord-
ing to these authors, any strength intervention must include an integration step, which
can vary from a few hours to a few weeks, in order to help the individual acknowledge
this new information about him- or herself, gain a deeper awareness of his/her strengths
and integrate it into his/her view of self before planning strengths development and use.
Based on this approach, Dubreuil et al. (2016) proposed a three-step intervention pro-
gram (identification, integration, action) which was applied in the workplace using a
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sample of 78 participants. In this study, participants were first asked to identify their
strengths using the VIA-Survey. The researcher then facilitated a 3-h, on-site training
period. In the first part of the training, participants were asked to discuss their strengths
and how they contribute to their past and present success (integration). In the second
part of the training, participants were asked to plan with their peers, through specific
questions, how they could make better use of their strengths in their current work
(action). Three months after the intervention, results indicated a significant increase in
strengths use compared to baseline. However, as there was no control group in this par-
ticular study, a possible placebo effect cannot be ruled out.

In a similar fashion and building on their previous work, Van Woerkom and Mey-
ers (2019) recently conducted a second field experiment with a sample of 84 educa-
tion professionals. Their study involved a quasi-experimental design with 1-month pre-
test and 1-month post-test measures of general self-efficacy, personal growth initiative,
strengths awareness and strengths use. The intervention protocol consisted of two spe-
cific workshops separated by a 4-week interval. Prior to the first workshop, participants
were asked to complete the Strengthsfinder assessment. The first workshop was focused
on a further discovery of personal strengths (using open-ended questions and discussion
approaches) and on the development of a personal plan regarding strengths use in the
workplace. Participants were asked to share their plans with their colleagues in order to
increase commitment. The second workshop, conducted 4 weeks later, was specifically
aimed at following up and building on initial engagements. After sharing and discussing
about the implementation of personal plans, participants were introduced to the concept
of jobcrafting and asked, following a short task analysis exercise, to develop a second
personal plan in which they would try to align part of their jobs with their strengths.
Results indicated that the intervention had a direct effect on general self-efficacy and an
indirect effect on personal growth initiative. Furthermore, results revealed that partici-
pants with low to medium initial levels of general self-efficacy benefited the most from
the intervention.

Adopting a different approach, the Reflected Best Self is a specific strengths devel-
opment exercise which was established by a group of researchers to openly identify and
develop strengths based on feedback received from peers (Roberts et al. 2005b). This
description of oneself when one is at one’s best is based on colleagues’ and relatives’ feed-
back, which the subject collects and thoroughly analyzes. The person then produces a spe-
cific synthesis of his/her main strengths, and develops an action plan to optimize their use
in connection with professional objectives. This exercise is particularly useful in coaching,
where the individual has the necessary time, energy, and personal commitment to devote to
this deep reflection (Roberts et al. 2005b).

Finally, Linley (2008) also describes general intervention steps to develop leaders’
strengths use. Leaders can put the following seven elements into practice: (1) knowing and
accepting their own strengths and weaknesses; (2) knowing their team members’ strengths
and weaknesses and respecting them whatever they may be; (3) allocating tasks to the per-
son with the most appropriate strengths; (4) giving positive feedback; (5) genuinely and
appropriately disclosing weaknesses to enable acceptance and progress; (6) calibrating
strengths correctly according to the situation and according to the “golden mean” principle
(the right strength, to the right amount, in the right situation); (7) recognizing his/her role
as an organizational climate engineer.

Hence, a range of different approaches to strengths development exists. Whether on an
individual, group or organizational level, strengths-based interventions can be an opportu-
nity to develop potential in an innovative way.
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7.2 Additional Considerations

Currently, most research mainly focuses on the presence and possession of strengths rather
than their use and development (Wood et al. 2011). However, instead of seeing strengths as
isolated and stable personality traits, it is important that practitioners view them as evolv-
ing characteristics that must be carefully brought to attention and then correctly developed
(Biswas-Diener et al. 2011). While mere strengths identification without further develop-
ment may only have short-term effects on the individuals (Dubreuil et al. 2016; Meyers
et al. 2015; Seligman et al. 2005), we also know that overusing or underusing a strength
can be detrimental to performance (Kaplan and Kaiser 2009). Therefore, adequate train-
ing, continuous support and feed-back in strengths development are key points that must be
considered in any program (Kaplan and Kaiser 2009; Linley 2008; Linley and Harrington
2006).

Several intervention strategies are possible (Quinlan et al. 2012). For an intervention
to be effective, it must be designed with care. Activities must be engaging, relevant and
meaningful, while supporting behavior, habits and rituals that promote the continued use
of strengths after the intervention (Dubreuil et al. 2016; Meyers et al. 2015). Moreover, the
attitude of the person conducting the intervention seems to impact the consequences of the
intervention (Cox 2006). Practitioners showing high adherence to strengths-based practices
seem to produce better results. Creating a culture of risk taking, emphasizing challenge and
not success, giving a sense of progress, and underlining efforts rather than results seems
essential to build a growth mindset that leads to success (Dweck 2010).

8 Discussion

Considering the interventions and protocols put forward by various researchers and practi-
tioners in the field, a five-step summary and integrative model to promote strengths devel-
opment in organizational environments is proposed (Fig. 1).

The first step is to educate the participant about the strengths approach and the proposed
intervention (1). This phase is critical for the employee to be able to appreciate the value
of the approach, to understand the steps involved in the process, and to be actively and
genuinely involved in the intervention (Clifton and Harter 2003). The approach’s origins,
advantages and limitations, as well as the overall process, must therefore be presented, and
all questions must be answered (Dubreuil and Forest 2017). This step helps reduce negativ-
ity bias, the natural tendency of humans to give more attention to negative than positive
information (Ito et al. 1998), and fully engage participants in the intervention from the
start.

The second step is to identify the person’s strengths (2). As discussed earlier, this can
be accomplished through a psychometric instrument (e.g., StrengthsFinder, VIA-Survey,

(1) Preparation (2) Identification (3) Integration (4) Action (5) Evaluation
and commitment *Psychometric eIntegration in ePlan Effects
o The strengths assessment one's view of self «Change *Gains
approach, what *Open
itis, how it
works

Fig. 1 Integrative model of strengths development in organizational environments
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StrengthProfile), or in a less restrictive way by observing oneself (e.g., identifying activi-
ties that involve performance, energy, authenticity and flow; Biswas-Diener et al. 2011;
Linley 2008; Linley and Burns 2010), or by collecting feedback from peers (Roberts et al.
2005b). Different methods can be used according to the particular demands of the situa-
tion, and the resources available. Although each method can provide very useful informa-
tion on its own, a combination of different methods (e.g., psychometric instrument and
feedback from peers) can yield a more accurate and complete picture of an individual’s
strengths (see Dubreuil and Forest 2017, for a thorough discussion of these methods).

The third step is the integration of strengths in the individual’s identity (3). This step is
particularly important for ensuring the quality of the overall process, as it allows the indi-
vidual to take the necessary time to fully grasp and assimilate this new information, better
understand the reasons for his/her actions and observe his/her behavior in light of personal
strengths. This new conceptualization of self can then be integrated into the identity before
planning the next steps (Clifton and Harter 2003). It can be facilitated by appropriation
exercises, such as specific questions linking strengths to previous successes (Dubreuil et al.
2016), feedback analysis (Roberts et al. 2005b), and self-portrayal exercises (Forest et al.
2012), in order to help the individual gain a deeper awareness of his/her strengths. A cer-
tain period of time, which may vary from one individual to another, is therefore necessary.

The fourth step is action (4), which consists of two sub-stages. First, the person decides
the specific changes he/she wants to put in place to make better use of his/her personal
strengths. The individual then implements the intended transformations. To help workers
move from theory to action, strengths must be invested in specific individual, group, or
organizational goals and initiatives (e.g., personal objectives, team projects, new tasks and
responsibilities, complementary partnerships, etc.), and their application must be mon-
itored or closely followed by managers, peers or coaches, who can provide support and
encourage progress (Linley 2008). In the long term, it is important that the person always
remain careful to avoid the overuse of strengths, and rather aims to use the right strength,
to the right amount, and at the right time (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011; Kaplan and Kaiser
2009; Kaiser and Overfield 2011).

Finally, the fifth step is evaluation (5). At the end of the intervention, results can be
evaluated subjectively through the individual’s appreciation of the progress made (in terms
of strengths awareness and use, goal achievement, overall well-being, etc.), or objectively
through changes in various variables that were measured prior to the intervention: well-
being, job satisfaction, motivation, work engagement, or job performance. A measure of
the impact of the intervention can then make it possible to ensure the effectiveness of the
procedure and allow for readjustment if necessary.

9 General Discussion

The present study aimed to provide a literature review on strengths use and development
in the workplace. The outcomes of strengths use in an organizational context were first
summarized, a narrative literature review of the main strengths interventions was con-
ducted, and an integrative model for strengths development was proposed. As we have
seen, strengths use in the workplace is associated to various employee well-being and
work performance outcomes. Additionally, strengths development studies and intervention
models use similar methods, which can be integrated into a general model encompassing
five overarching steps. These findings and propositions can be very useful for researchers
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and professionals, as they indicate that strengths use and development in the workplace
has the potential to foster well-being as well as performance, a need that is expressed in
organizations worldwide. Researchers are therefore invited to refine and develop the actual
knowledge in the field, while professionals are encouraged to identify, use, and optimize
employee strengths in organizations, through improved human resources management
practices.

9.1 Limitations

Some limitations regarding our review of strength use and development in organizations
must be underlined. First, as this is a recent approach, there is still a great need for further
theory and research in the area before one can propose any definitive conclusions. The
number of studies on strengths use in organizational settings is still modest, our review
of the literature presenting only 27 studies on the outcomes of strengths use at work. In
addition, these studies mainly focus on European and North American populations, which
constitute a cultural bias that must be taken into consideration in the generalization of the
results to other continents.

The second limitation relates to the use of self-assessment measures for all variables
in most studies, which may inflate the relationships between variables due to common-
variance bias (Podsakoff et al. 2012). Furthermore, as many studies used self-reported
measures of work performance (with a few exceptions, e.g. Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2014;
Kaiser and Overfield 2011; Kong and Ho 2016; Van Woerkom et al. 2016b), results are
also prone to social desirability bias and must be interpreted with caution. Along the same
lines, it must also be acknowledged that the current lack of evidence regarding the validity
of major strengths classifications instruments constitutes an important problem in this field.
In fact, results of complete and thorough factor analyses are only available for one instru-
ment, namely the VIA Survey.

Finally, although several studies included in our review used longitudinal designs,
which increases the grip on causality, an important limitation is that most studies employed
a cross-sectional design. Moreover, only experimental research—for example in the form
of interventions in which individuals learn to identify and use their strengths—can estab-
lish causal relations between the variables.

9.2 Future Research Directions

Research should continue investigating the effects of strengths use in the workplace, but
also turn its attention towards the development of strength interventions, as well as the con-
ditions that foster and enable strengths use. Since studies to date have been mainly cross-
sectional, it first seems imperative to further study the outcomes of strengths use and devel-
opment over time. Longitudinal studies, especially experimental field studies, would yield
more accurate conclusions about the expected outcomes of strengths use, such as well-
being, performance, and work engagement, as well as about effective strengths develop-
ment interventions. In this regard, structured processes such as Intervention Mapping could
be utilized to support the development of interventions. This model provides a rigorous
framework and protocol guiding the development of theory and evidence-based interven-
tions through specifically designed steps (Bartholomew et al. 1998; Kok et al. 2004). The
antecedents and conditions necessary for strengths use and development (such as auton-
omy, supervisor support and job design) would also need to be further explored in order
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to expand our knowledge beyond the mere outcomes of strengths. Finally, future research
should strive to use objective measures of work performance (e.g., supervisor-rated, per-
formance data, etc.) in order to minimize any bias relating to this particular variable.

10 Conclusion

Focusing on strengths presents a rare opportunity to work with people in a way that
enhances their sense of identity and personal worth, while improving their well-being and
their performance (Linley and Harrington 2006). The different types of interventions devel-
oped to promote these qualities may offer public and private sector organizations a signifi-
cant advantage. Indeed, today’s organizations need highly engaged employees, who take
initiatives to perform in this uncertain economic environment, in which ever increasing
competition and technological innovation are the norm (Bakker and Van Woerkom 2017;
Bakker and Schaufeli 2008; Rosa 2013). Could strengths be a key to this new puzzle?
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