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Building the foundation for employee engagement using Positive Psychology.

By Tina Hallis

Interactive

Creating a culture of employee engagement is getting a lot of 
attention these days and for good reason. Studies have repeatedly 
shown that companies with higher employee engagement outperform 
their competitors on many different levels.  How is this possible?  It’s 
because an engaged employee is not just happy or satisfied at work - 
they actually believe in the vision and purpose of the company.  They 
care about their work and how their job contributes to the company’s 
goals.  They are the people who are motivated, going the extra mile 
to drive the revenue, performance and innovation of their organiza-
tion.  The question then becomes - how can organizations increase the 
number of engaged employees and how can they keep them engaged? 
As we will discuss below, having the proper foundation is key, and 
Positive Psychology offers tools and strategies to help build the the 
necessary foundation.

Some leaders may believe that all they have to do is hire the right 
employees to increase the number of engaged people.  Although this 
is an important factor, research in Social Psychology demonstrates 
that our behaviors are not just driven by our personalities, but are also 
strongly influenced by our environment.  Many of us have experienced 

a job, project, or boss that made us miserable and unmotivated, and 
yet we have also been in other situations where we were excited and 
engaged in our work.  The same person can fluctuate between dif-
ferent levels of engagement depending on their surroundings.  The 
goal then is to create an environment that fosters engagement so the 
company can enjoy the many advantages that come with a highly 
engaged workforce - things like greater productivity and margins, 
lower operating costs, more innovation, higher quality products and 
services, increased employee morale and even healthier employees.

It’s not surprising then that there is a lot of information out there 
on how to improve employee engagement.  Much of the advice 
includes what organizations should “do” and “have.”  Common sug-
gestions include providing clear expectations and goals for employees 
that align with the organization’s vision and purpose, opportunities 
for employees to continue to learn and grow and to determine and 
apply their strengths, an environment that promotes connections 
between co-workers, and showing appreciation and recognition to 
their employees.

These are very important factors, but before an organization consid
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ers changing its policies or programs to follow this advice, it’s critical 
to recognize that just because an organization offers these “features,”  
there is no guarantee that they will actually gain any of the “benefits” 
they are hoping for; benefits like employees that are more reliable, 
productive, innovative and positive.  In fact, it’s possible that imple-
menting changes in any of these areas could even hurt morale and 
make things worse.

How is that possible? It happens when the foundation, the key 
cornerstone of a positive work culture is weak or broken.   This foun-
dation is quite simple:  In order for such changes to create a positive 
impact on engagement, managers and leaders must truly care about 
their people. They must make changes with the intention of wanting 
their people to be successful, to enjoy their work and to have a better 
life.  For example, if an organization offers its employees an assess-
ment to determine their strengths, but their manager never discusses 
the results with them or even asks what they are, it is obvious to the 
employee that their manager doesn’t really care.  

You may be thinking, “That sounds great!  If only we had TIME to 
care.”  As a leader/manager, you may say “How can we have time to 
care when we have more pressure from customers, investors, and upper 
management, and our budgets keep getting cut?”  As an employee who 
wants to do their best, you may say - “How can we have time to care 
when we are doing the job that was previously done by 3 people?  And 
we have more pressure from our managers to get more done?”  In today’s 
business climate, people are using up their energy just trying to survive.  
Being in survival mode isolates us and narrows our thinking to our 
immediate challenges, thereby limiting our ability to think more 
broadly and care about others.

How can we help employees, managers, and leaders find more ca-
pacity to care? How can we give them the tools so they are no longer 
overwhelmed and overstressed?  This is where Positive Psychology 
comes in.  Positive Psychology is a relatively new science - only about 
15 years old.  It is the study of how people can live their best, most 
fulfilling life.  Research shows that we can change our thoughts and 
behaviors to build a more positive mindset that results in a higher 
quality of life with more happiness and well-being.   A positive mindset 
broadens our thinking and provides us with the capacity to care, 
to be more resilient to the stresses of work, to enjoy work more, to 
have better relationships with our colleagues and managers, to find 
purpose and meaning in our work, to have more energy and motiva-
tion.  When people are given the tools and strategies to build a more 
positive mindset and a more fulfilling life, the entire organization 
benefits!   How does this work?

The first step is to help people understand why our brains naturally 
focus on the negative.  Our survival from our early primitive days 
depended on us quickly learning from and remembering dangerous 
situations and events.  This has wired our brains to always be on alert 
for danger.  Fast-forward to today where society and our jobs con-
stantly reward us for solving problems.  This has trained our minds 
to continuously  scan our surroundings looking for what’s broken so 
we can fix it.  Our reality and what we “notice” depends largely on 
what we are looking for.  If we are looking for danger and problems, 
what is our reality?  It isn’t pretty!!  

The fantastic news we have learned from the field of Positive Psy-
chology is that we don’t have to be a victim of this negative thinking!  
We can actually train our minds to notice more of the “good stuff” 
around us, which then not only transforms our reality, it transforms 
our lives.   Let’s look at a few examples.  One approach is to create a 

practice where everyday, perhaps before bedtime, we purposely reflect 
back on our day to find at least three good things that happened.  It 
is even more powerful to write them down since this reinforces these 
new positive thought patterns in our mind.  

Another strategy is to actively add positive moments to our day.  
Since we are adding them on purpose, we notice and enjoy them.  
These could be very simple things like going outside for a walk or for 
lunch, actively listening to our favorite song (having it play in the 
background does NOT count), spending time with our pet, talking 
to or spending time with a friend, enjoying a favorite activity like 
cooking, reading or a sport, etc.  

At work, we can practice showing appreciation to our colleagues.  
When we compliment and thank those around us, it not only makes 
us feel good, but we make their day a little better too.  These com-
ments need to be honest and true - not artificial or they lose their 
effectiveness.  We can also create a new policy where at the start of 
meetings, we ask people to share something positive that is happening 
in their work, their group, or their department.  

In addition to noticing the good, we can also train our minds to be 
benefit-finders.  When things don’t go as expected or as we want them 
to (like this ever happens, right?), instead of just being frustrated and 
stressed, we can ask ourselves - What can I learn from this?  How can 
I grow from this experience?  Having a different perspective helps us 
to move more quickly past negative emotions like frustration and to 
benefit from upsetting situations.

In today’s tough business climate, organizations need a competitive 
edge.  The future belongs to forward-thinking companies that recognize 
the importance of employee engagement and who truly care about 
their employees.  As the economy improves, the best employees will 
leave their unfulfilling jobs and will migrate to those places that offer 
a positive work culture, where they can grow and add value.   How 
do your employees describe their work culture? R&E
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Tina Hallis is the founder of Happy Hill Consulting, a company focused 
on helping organizations improve their corporate culture and become 
“happier”.  Tina now uses the science of Positive Psychology to create more 
positive mindsets with her presentations and workshops so that people and 
organizations can thrive.

For more on how employee 

engagement impacts company 

performance

2013 Trends in Global Employee 

Engagement

Positive Psychology

http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsulting/126806/Q12-Meta-Analysis.aspx
http://www.aon.com/human-capital-consulting/thought-leadership/talent_mgmt/2013_Trends_in_Global_Employee_Engagement.jsp

