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Abstract The objective of the present pilot study was to test a strengths-based
intervention program in the workplace and assess its impact on well-being, perfor-
mance, harmonious passion, vitality and concentration of workers using a pretest-
posttest design. The intervention program was conducted on a sample of 78 participants
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working in a physical readaptation center and comprised three main steps: (1) Discov-
ery, (2) Integration and (3) Action. Results from a series of paired sample t-tests
revealed increases in participants’ strengths use and well-being after the intervention.
However, no difference was found regarding work performance, harmonious passion,
vitality and concentration. Further analyses revealed that participants who reported high
increases in strengths use also showed significant increases in harmonious passion and
work performance. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

Keywords Strengths - Work - Well-being - Performance - Positive psychology

Introduction

For several decades of its recent history (e.g., Koch and Leary 1985), psychology mainly
focused its energy in researching and knowing how it is possible and feasible to alleviate
problems, healing and fixing harm in different spheres of life, be it work, family, relation-
ships and personal life. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, several researchers identified
the urgent necessity to simultaneously diminish suffering and increase flourishing, happi-
ness, well-being and meaning. This innovative new field, which has been termed positive
psychology, aims at increasing positive emotions, attitudes, behaviors and institutions (e.g.,
Csikszentmihalyi and Csikzsentmihalyi 2006; Linley and Joseph 2004; Lopez and Snyder
2009; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000; Snyder and Lopez 2002). It is thus a multi-level
(e.g., individual, group, organization, society) and multi-domain (e.g., personal life, leisure,
work) perspective which aims at concurrently increasing optimal functioning and
diminishing ill-being. The research and interventions of positive psychology has also been
found to be useful and meaningful in the work domain (e.g., Cameron et al. 2003; Linley,
Harrington, & Garcea, 2010) where we spend more than half our waking life. One chief way
of increasing the positive and reducing the negative experiences at work is the identification
and use of personal strengths (e.g., Peterson and Park 2006) and it is precisely the topic of the
present article where we did a strengths’ based intervention with a working adults population
in a real-life setting.

The Strengths Approach

One of the main pillars of positive psychology is the strengths approach. According to this
approach, each individual naturally possess a series of strengths, and personal investment
in the identification, use and development of these strengths can foster positive outcomes
such as well-being, performance, optimal functioning and fulfillment (Clifton and Harter
2003; Dubreuil et al. 2014; Forest et al. 2012; Linley and Harrington 2006; Peterson and
Seligman 2004). In the last decade, various conceptualizations of strengths have been
developed, which slightly differ in their definition, classification and measurement.

A first conceptualization of strengths was developed by Donald Clifton and his research
team at the Gallup Organization. According to these authors, strengths can be defined as “the
ability to provide consistent, near-perfect performance in an activity” and are produced
through the refinement of talents with knowledge and skills (Hodges and Clifton 2004, p.
257). As such, talents are defined as “naturally recurring patterns of thought, feeling, or
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behavior that can be productively applied” (Hodges and Clifton 2004, p. 257). Based on this
conceptualization of strengths and extensive research on talents conducted in the workplace,
the Gallup Organization developed a classification of 34 themes of talents, along with the
Clifton Strengthsfinder® (Asplund et al. 2007), an instrument designed to help individuals
identify their main themes of talents and develop them into strengths.

A second conceptualization of strengths was developed by Peterson and Seligman
(2004) in the early years of positive psychology. These authors developed the character
strengths and virtues classification, which comprises 24 strengths categorized under six
broad virtues, on the basis of a global review of strengths and virtues that consistently
emerged across history and culture (Dahlsgaard et al. 2005; Peterson and Seligman
2004). This conceptualization was created in order to provide the emerging field of
positive psychology with a common vocabulary and a framework for future research
and interventions. According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), strengths represent “the
psychological ingredients — processes or mechanisms — that define the virtues. Said
another way, they are distinguishable routes to displaying one or another of the virtues”
(Peterson and Seligman 2004, p.13). This classification also led to the development of
the Values in Action (VIA) Inventory of Strengths Survey (Peterson and Seligman
2004), an instrument designed to help individuals identify their main character strengths.

A third conceptualization of strengths was developed by Linley (2008) and his research
team at the Centre for Applied Positive Psychology (CAPP). According to these authors,
strengths can be defined as “a pre-existing capacity 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). Based on this definition
and their experience in positive psychology interventions, the CAPP team developed their
own classification of 60 strengths (Linley, Willars, & Biswas-Diener, 2010) as well as the
Realise2® (Linley 2009), an instrument that not only informs about individual strengths,
but also indicates their relative levels of use and contribution to performance.

Strengths, well-Being and Performance

Research conducted in different settings has consistently shown that strengths use and
development can increase well-being and performance. In the general population,
Seligman et al. (2005) first demonstrated that strengths identification and development
could have a positive and lasting effect on well-being. These results were supported by
various studies linking strengths use to well-being (Govindji and Linley 2007; Park
et al. 2004; Proyer et al. 2015; Rust et al. 2009; Wood et al. 2011) and confirmed in
different replication studies (Gander et al. 2013; Mitchell et al. 2009; Mongrain and
Anselmo-Matthews 2012). In educational settings, research revealed that strengths
knowledge, use and development helped foster students’ well-being and academic
achievement (Duan et al. 2014; Park and Peterson 2008; Proctor et al. 2011; Quinlan
et al. 2015; Seligman et al. 2009). In the workplace, research conducted on strengths
use and development yielded similar results, with increases in employee well-being,
engagement and job satisfaction (Forest et al. 2012; Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2013;
Littman-Ovadia and Steger 2010; Peterson et al. 2010), as well as work performance
(Asplund and Blacksmith 2012; Clifton and Harter 2003; Dubreuil et al. 2014; Harzer
and Ruch 2014; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Kong and Ho 2015).
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Strengths Use and Possible Underlying Processes

Scholars and practitioners in the field of positive psychology generally agree on the idea that
strengths use involves three types of psychological processes that might be responsible for
these positive effects on well-being and performance: authenticity, vitality and flow (ab-
sorption). According to Linley (2008), people experience deep feelings of authenticity when
they use their strengths - they feel like they are being themselves and that they follow their
own directions and preferences in life. As well, their levels of energy, aliveness and vitality
rise and they can experience episodes of flow. Peterson and Seligman (2004, p.18) describe
similar processes in their list of criteria for strengths, stating: “a sense of ownership and
authenticity (‘this is the real me’) vis-a-vis the strength, [and] invigoration rather than
exhaustion while using the strength”. In their work on strengths, Duckworth, Steen, and
Seligman (2005, p.635) further add that “the wise deployment of strengths and talents leads
to more engagement, absorption, and flow”. In the same way, Buckingham (2007) describes
in his SIGN model (Success, Instinct, Growth, Needs) that hallmarks of strengths are
feelings of authenticity, excitement and “growth” (a state of deep concentration similar to
flow), while Hodges and Clifton (2004, p. 258) refer to “spontaneous reactions” and feelings
of “yearnings” towards activities involving strengths.

In the last decade, research on strengths has confirmed that these processes could indeed
be involved in the relation between strengths use, well-being and performance. First, strengths
use and development has been shown to increase harmonious passion (Forest et al. 2012), a
concept closely related to authenticity which can be defined as a strong inclination towards an
activity that people like, find important, invest significant time and energy in, and internalize
in an autonomous way in their identity (Vallerand et al. 2014). Harmonious passion has in
turn been associated to well-being (Forest et al. 2012; Forest et al. 2011; Philippe et al. 2009)
and performance in different settings, such as work (Astakhova and Porter 2015; Ho et al.
2011), sports (Li 2010; Vallerand et al. 2008) and arts (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011;
Vallerand et al. 2007). Similarly, significant relations have been found between strengths
use and subjective vitality (Forest et al. 2012; Govindji and Linley 2007; Wood et al. 2011),
while subjective vitality has been associated with well-being (Ryan and Frederick 1997) and
work performance (Carmeli et al. 2009; Salanova et al. 2005). Likewise, strengths have also
been shown to predict flow and absorption through the engaged life orientation to happiness
(Buschor et al. 2013; Peterson et al. 2007), while flow has been associated to well-being (Fritz
and Avsec 2007; Wanner et al. 2006) and performance at work (Demerouti 2006; Eisenberger
et al. 2005; Kuo and Ho 2010), in sports (Bakker et al. 2011; Schuler and Brunner 2009;
Stavrou et al. 2007) and academic settings (Engeser and Rheinberg 2008). More recently,
research has further confirmed the plausibility of this general model, as strengths use was
associated with work performance through the pathways of harmonious passion, subjective
vitality and concentration (Dubreuil et al. 2014).

The Present Research

After an initial period in which positive psychology established its roots and founda-
tions, conducting fundamental research, developing key concepts and organizing its
structure (Csikszentmihalyi and Nakamura 2011; Linley et al. 2006; Peterson and

Seligman 2004; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), it is now entering a second
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phase in its evolution where it gradually expands into an applied science. As
such, researchers and practitioners now actively call for a shift towards applied
and more pragmatic research, especially in organizational settings, in order to
pursue the development of the field, provide practitioners with empirically
validated tools and methods, and further demonstrate the value of positive
psychology among the public as well as the scientific community (Asplund
and Blacksmith 2012; Biswas-Diener et al. 2011a; Csikszentmihalyi and
Nakamura 2011; Kashdan and Steger 2011; Linley et al. 2011; Quinlan et al.
2012; Spreitzer and Cameron 2012).

The strengths approach, which is central to positive psychology, naturally follows
the same direction. Until now, only a small number of studies have proposed and tested
strengths-based interventions (Forest et al. 2012; Gander et al. 2013; Mitchell et al.
2009; Proctor et al. 2011; Rashid 2015; Rust et al. 2009; Seligman et al. 2005). More
specifically in the workplace, while many studies reported positive associations be-
tween strengths, well-being (Forest et al. 2012; Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2013; Littman-
Ovadia and Steger 2010; Peterson et al. 2010) and work performance (Asplund and
Blacksmith 2012; Clifton and Harter 2003; Dubreuil et al. 2014; Harzer and Ruch
2014; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Kong and Ho 2015), only a few proposed and tested
strengths development interventions (Clifton and Harter 2003; Forest et al. 2012;
Hodges and Asplund 2010) and to our knowledge, only two precisely described the
protocol used in their intervention (Forest et al. 2012; Harzer and Ruch 2015).

In order to address these issues, we developed a strength-based intervention that
could be delivered to individuals in the workplace and measured its effects on well-
being and work performance, but also on harmonious passion, subjective vitality and
concentration (a core component of the immediate experience of flow; Kawabata and
Mallett 2011; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 2002; Straume 2008). The intervention
was based on the recommendations found in previous work conducted by Biswas-
Diener (2010), Biswas-Diener et al. (2011b), Buckingham (2007), Clifton and Harter
(2003), Kaiser and Overfield (2011), Linley (2008), Linley, Willars, and Biswas-Diener
(2010) and Seligman et al. (2005), and involved three general steps: (1) Discovery, (2)
Integration and (3) Action. Broadly stated, in the discovery phase, participants
were invited to identify their strengths using a strengths assessment tool. In the
integration phase, participants were invited to reflect and discuss about their
strengths with their peers. In the action phase, participants were invited to think
about ways they could better use their strengths at work and discuss these
opportunities with their colleagues.

Objectives and Hypotheses

Thus, the objective of the present study was to test the effectiveness of this specific
strengths-based intervention program and assess its impact on well-being, performance,
harmonious passion, vitality and concentration of workers. Based on the above theo-
retical rationale and empirical literature, the following hypotheses were proposed: after
the intervention, there will be an increase in participants’ (1) strengths knowledge, (2)
strengths use, (3) well-being, (4) work performance, (5) harmonious passion, (6)
subjective vitality and (7) concentration.
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Method
Participants

Participants were French-speaking employees from the health care sector working in a
physical rehabilitation center in the province of Québec, Canada. Participants were recruited
with the help of the human resources (HR) department of the institution. More specifically,
the HR department offered employees to participate in a publicly funded research project on
strengths. Participation was voluntary and the intervention was done on-site, during paid
work hours, for those who accepted to participate in the project. From the 157 participants
initially recruited at time 1, a total of 78 participants completed both questionnaires at time 1
and time 2 (53 % completion rate). In this final sample of 78 participants (93 % women,
which is representative of the workforce in the healthcare sector in this establishment), 21 %
were less than 30 years old, 48 % between 30 and 45 years old, 26 % between 46 and
55 years old and 5 % were 56 years or older. Most participants had a technical college degree
(57 %), while others had either a bachelor’s degree (32 %) or a high school diploma (11 %).
Regarding job tenure, 26 % cumulated less than 5 years of experience with their current
employer, 19 % between 5 and 9 years, 22 % between 10 and 14 years and 33 % 15 years or
more. To rule out potential selection bias, we examined whether participants who completed
both questionnaires (time 1 and time 2) were equivalent to those who completed the
questionnaire at time 1 only. A series of independent t-tests and chi square tests indicated
that the two samples did not differ significantly on background variables (age
[1(146) = —1.27, p > 0.05], gender [x*(1) = 0.95, p > 0.05], education [x*(6) = 11.18,
p > 0.05], job tenure [#(155) = —0.80, p > 0.05]) as well as on study variables (strengths
knowledge [#(155) = 0.14, p > 0.05], strengths use [#(155) = —1.06, p > 0.05], well-being
[7(155) =—1.31, p > 0.05], work performance [/(155) = 0.16, p > 0.05], harmonious passion
[#(150.64) = 0.63, p > 0.05], subjective vitality [#(155) = —1.12, p > 0.05], concentration
[F(152.14) =—1.93, p > 0.05]).

Procedure

The procedure involved a pre-test measurement, an intervention program and a post-
test measurement. First, all participants received an email which contained a brief
description of the project, an agreement form presenting in detail the aims and scope of
the study, and a link referring to an online questionnaire. The agreement form was
duplicated as the first part of the questionnaire and all participants had to confirm their
agreement with the terms and conditions of research before they could proceed.
Participants then completed the questionnaire (time 1), which asked them to report
their levels on the studied variables. After completion of the questionnaire, they were
instructed to proceed with the first step of the intervention program.

The intervention program comprised three steps: discovery, integration and action.
The first step (discovery) consisted in the identification of participants’ strengths with a
strengths assessment tool (in our case, the VIA-Survey; Peterson and Seligman 2004),
followed by the completion of a short questionnaire asking participants to further reflect
on their results (e.g., “What do you think about your results? Does it confirm in some
way what you already knew about yourself? Are you surprised in any way? Why?”).
The purpose of these questions was to encourage a deeper consideration of the results
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and to act as a primer for the next phase. The second step (integration) consisted in a
group meeting with participants two weeks later. In this group meeting, participants
were asked by a facilitator to individually answer different questions relating to their
strengths in the past, present and future (e.g., “Please take some time to think back
about something you did that makes you particularly proud. It can be a decision you
took recently, a personal accomplishment, something you decided to stand up for, etc.
Which strengths were involved in this situation?; What kind of compliments do you
usually receive at work? To which strengths does it refer?; In what circumstances
would you say that you are ‘at your best” at work? Which strengths are involved in
these situations?”). These questions were designed to help participants better under-
stand the nature of their strengths, how they translate into their daily lives and how they
contribute to their success at work. Participants were then invited to discuss in small
groups about their answers. This sharing process further contributed to the validation,
acknowledgement and endorsement of strengths. After a brief pause (20 min), the
group meeting continued with the third step (action). In this step, participants were
asked by the facilitator to individually answer different questions relating to strengths
development in the workplace (e.g., “Are there any strengths that remain
underused in your work? If so, what can you do to change this situation and
put them in action?; What can you do to let your colleagues and/or supervisor
know about your strengths?; Could some strengths be used to counterbalance
your weaknesses? How?; What new skills or knowledge can you learn to
develop your strengths even more? Are there any books you can read, any
courses you can take, any mentor you can follow? What are the first steps you
need to take in order to do so?; What are the potential downsides of your
strengths? In what contexts do you need to be particularly mindful of those?”). Partic-
ipants were again invited to share their answers with their colleagues and to discuss
about opportunities for better applying each other’s strengths at work. The intervention
program concluded with the facilitator thanking participants and encouraging them to
keep discovering and using their strengths at work. Three months later, participants were
again asked to complete the internet-based questionnaire (time 2) to report their levels on
the same studied variables.

Measures
Strengths Knowledge

Strengths knowledge was measured using a French translation of the Strengths Knowl-
edge Scale (Govindji and Linley 2007), which was obtained using a translation back
translation procedure (Vallerand 1989) and also according to the guidelines of the
International Test Commission (Hambleton 1993). This eight-item scale asked partic-
ipants to indicate their agreement with sentences relating to the awareness of their own
strengths (sample items: “I know my strengths well”; “I know the things I am
good at doing”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) likert-type
scale. Previous studies have shown a single-factor structure and adequate
internal consistency levels (x = 0.89) for this instrument (Govindji and
Linley 2007). In the present study, the internal consistency levels were also
satisfactory, with time 1 « = 0.75 and time 2 « = 0.82.
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Strengths Use

Strengths use was assessed using a French version of the Strengths Use Scale (Forest
et al. 2012) originally developed by Govindji and Linley (2007). This 14-item instru-
ment asked participants to rate their level of agreement with sentences relating to the
use of their strengths (sample items: “Most of my time is spent doing the things I am
good at doing”; “My work gives me lots of opportunities to use my strengths”) on a 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) likert-type scale. Previous studies have shown
adequate internal consistency levels for this instrument, with o« = 0.96 (Govindji and
Linley 2007) and o = 0.94-0.97 (Wood et al. 2011), as well as a single-factor structure
and appropriate test—retest stability (Wood et al. 2011). In the current study, the internal
consistency levels were also satisfactory, with time 1 « = 0.95 and time 2 « = 0.93.

Well-Being

Well-being was measured using a French version of the Satisfaction With Life Scale
(Blais et al. 1989), originally developed by Diener et al. (1985). This five-item
instrument asked participants to rate their level of agreement with sentences relating
to life satisfaction (sample items: “I am satisfied with my life”; “If I could live my life
over, | would change almost nothing”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
likert-type scale. Previous studies revealed adequate internal consistency levels, with
o = 0.87 (Diener et al. 1985), o = 0.79-0.89 (Pavot and Diener 1993), and « = 0.88
(Rousseau and Vallerand 2008), as well as a single-factor structure (Diener et al. 1985)
and appropriate test-retest stability (Eid and Diener 2004; Pavot and Diener 1993). In
the present study, the internal consistency levels for this instrument were also satisfac-
tory, with time 1 o« = 0.82 and time 2 « = 0.80.

Work Performance

Work performance was assessed using a French translation of the In-Role Behavior
scale (Williams and Anderson 1991), which was obtained using a translation back
translation procedure (Vallerand 1989) and also according to the guidelines of the
International Test Commission (Hambleton 1993). This seven-item scale asked partic-
ipants to rate their level of agreement with sentences relating to in-role performance
behaviors (sample items: “I fulfill the responsibilities specified in my job description”;
“I adequately complete my assigned duties”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) likert-type scale. Previous studies have indicated adequate internal consistency
levels, with o = 0.91 (Williams and Anderson 1991) and o« = 0.95 (Chung 2015), as
well as a single-factor structure for this instrument (Williams and Anderson 1991). In
the present study, the internal consistency levels were also satisfactory, with time 1
« = 0.75 and time 2 o« = 0.70.

Harmonious Passion
Harmonious passion at work was measured by the harmonious passion subscale of the
passion toward work scale, originally developed in French by Vallerand and Houlfort

(2003). This six-item subscale asked participants to indicate their level of agreement
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with sentences relating to harmonious passion at work (sample items: “My work is a
passion, that I still manage to control”; “My work is in harmony with the other activities
in my life”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) likert-type scale. Previous
studies revealed a single factor structure and adequate internal consistency levels, with
o =0.70-0.85 (Vallerand and Houlfort 2003). The internal consistency levels were also
satisfactory in the current study, with time 1 o« = 0.84 and time 2 o = 0.81.

Subjective Vitality

Subjective vitality was assessed using a French version, which was adapted for work, of
the subjective vitality scale (Rousseau 2002) originally developed by Ryan and Frederick
(1997). This seven-item instrument asked participants to rate their level of agreement with
sentences relating to subjective vitality (sample items: “At work, I feel alive and vital”;
“At work, I have energy and spirit”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) likert-
type scale. Previous studies have shown that the internal consistency coefficients levels for
this instrument are adequate, with o« = 0.84-0.86 (Ryan and Frederick 1997), & = 0.85 (Li
2010), and « = 0.80-0.89 (Bostic et al. 2000). Bostic et al. (2000) also confirmed the
single factor structure of this scale. In the present study, the internal consistency levels
were also satisfactory, with time 1 o = 0.86 and time 2 oc = 0.85.

Concentration

Concentration was assessed using a French translation, which was adapted for work, of
the concentration on task at hand subscale of the Flow State Scale (Forest et al. 2005)
originally developed by Jackson and Marsh (1996). This three-item subscale asked
participants to indicate their level of agreement with sentences relating to concentration
at work (sample items: “My attention is entirely focused on what I am doing”; “I am
completely focused on the task at hand”) on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) likert-type scale. Previous studies have shown that the internal consistency
levels for this instrument are usually adequate, with o« = 0.82—0.87 (Jackson and
Marsh 1996), o = 0.92 (Forest et al. 2011), and o« = 0.89 (Dubreuil et al. 2014). In
the present study, the internal consistency levels were also satisfactory, with time 1
o« =0.77 and time 2 « = 0.82.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

All analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 23.0. Missing values (maxi-
mum 3.6 %) were treated using the expectation maximization algorithm. Five partic-
ipants were removed from the study because of univariate outliers, resulting in a final
sample of 73 participants. All variables were normally distributed, with skewness
values ranging from —0.94 to 0.50 and kurtosis values ranging from —0.86 to 1.00
(Kline 2011). Close inspection of the correlation matrix revealed no evidence of
multicollinearity or singularity ( > 0.9). Means, standard deviations, correlations and
alpha coefficients are reported in Table 1.
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Table 2 Time 1 vs Time 2 paired sample #-tests

Variable T1 T2 Mean SD t df P 95 % CI
Strengths Knowledge 4.99 5.10 0.11 0.52 1.85 72 0.07 [-0.01, 0.23]
Strengths Use 4.81 5.14 0.33 0.58 4.81 72 0.01 [0.19, 0.46]
Life Satisfaction 5.59 5.83 0.24 0.73 2.85 72 0.01 [0.08, 0.41]
In-Role Behavior 5.83 5.89 0.05 0.50 0.90 72 0.37 [-0.06, 0.17]
Harmonious Passion 5.12 5.20 0.08 0.53 1.28 72 0.21 [-0.04, 0.20]
Subjective Vitality 4.68 4.73 0.05 0.59 0.80 72 0.43 [-0.08, 0.19]
Concentration 5.06 5.08 0.02 0.71 0.22 72 0.83 [-0.15, 0.17]

T1 = mean score at Time 1. T2 = mean score at Time 2. Mean = mean difference between T2 and T1.
SD = Standard Deviation

Effects of the Intervention Program

In order to verify the impact of the intervention program on the studied variables, a
series of paired sample #-tests were conducted to compare the mean results at time 1 and
time 2 (see Table 2). Results show a significant increase in strengths use and life
satisfaction, but no difference for strengths knowledge, in-role behaviors, harmonious
passion, subjective vitality and concentration. Although we were not able to compare
these results to a control group, these results suggest that the intervention had an effect
on the development of participants’ strengths use and life satisfaction.

Additional Analyses

In light of these results, we decided to conduct further analyses in order to gain a deeper
understanding of our data. More specifically, we were particularly interested in isolat-
ing different levels of change in strengths use following the intervention, and compare
their effects on the studied variables.

The difference between results on strengths use at Time 1 and results on strengths use
at Time 2 was calculated for each participant. Then, this variable was standardized using
z scores and three groups were created. Participants in Group 1 (z scores lower than
—0.5, n = 21) generally presented a decline in their strengths use from Time 1 to Time 2
(M =-0.34, SD = 0.06). Participants in Group 2 (z scores between —0.5 and 0.5, n = 29)
showed an average increase in their strengths use from Time 1 to Time 2 (M = 0.29,
SD = 0.05). Finally, participants in Group 3 (z scores higher than 0.5, n = 23) showed a
high increase in their strengths use from Time 1 to Time 2 (M = 0.98, SD = 0.06).

Repeated measures analyses with group as a between-subjects factor and interven-
tion (Time 1 and Time 2) as a within-subject factor were conducted to determine
whether the three groups differed significantly with respect to changes in harmonious
passion, subjective vitality, concentration, and work performance from Time 1 to Time
2. For harmonious passion, results showed a significant group x intervention effect,
F(2,70)=17.06, p < 0.001. Post hoc pairwise comparisons (see Fig. 1) indicated that
Group 1 showed a decrease (p < 0.01) from Time 1 (M = 5.55) to Time 2 (M = 5.24) in
harmonious passion. Group 2 did not significantly differ (p = 0.53) between Time 1
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Fig. 1 Post-hoc pairwise comparisons on harmonious passion. T1 = mean score at Time 1. T2 = mean score
at Time 2. n.s. = non-significant

(M = 5.15) and Time 2 (M = 5.21). Finally, Group 3 showed an increase (p < 0.001)
from Time 1 (M = 4.70) to Time 2 (M = 5.17). For subjective vitality, F(2, 70) = 0.77,
p = 0.47, and concentration, F(2, 70) = 1.88, p = 0.16, results showed a non-significant
group x intervention effect. Finally, for in-role behaviors, results showed a significant
group x intervention effect, (2, 70) = 3.24, p = 0.04. Post hoc pairwise comparisons
(see Fig. 2) indicated that Group 1 did not significantly differ (»p = 0.41) between Time
1 (M =5.94) and Time 2 (M = 6.03). Likewise, Group 2 did not significantly differ
(p = 0.22) between Time 1 (M = 5.94) and Time 2 (M = 5.83). Finally, Group 3 showed
an increase (p = 0.03) from Time 1 (M = 5.61) to Time 2 (M = 5.84) regarding in-role
behaviors.

Discussion

The objective of this study was to conceive a strengths development program and
assess its impact on workers’ strengths knowledge, strengths use, well-being, perfor-
mance, harmonious passion, vitality and concentration.

Hypothesis 1 and 2 stated that the intervention program would increase participants’
strengths knowledge (H1) and strengths use (H2). Although results did not reveal a
significant increase in strengths knowledge, they indicated a significant increase in
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Fig. 2 Post-hoc pairwise comparisons on In-Role Behavior. T1 = mean score at Time 1. T2 = mean score at
Time 2. n.s. = non-significant
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strengths use between time 1 and time 2, thereby confirming hypothesis 2. These
results are interesting, because they suggest that the intervention program did not help
participants gain a better awareness of their own strengths, but served them in increas-
ing their daily use in the workplace. This could mean that the intervention program is
mostly useful to stimulate participants to pay closer attention to their strengths and to
find better ways to maximize their use. However, more studies are needed in order to
clarify this question and replicate these findings.

Regarding the effects of the intervention program, hypothesis 3 and 4 stated that
there would be an increase in participants’ well-being (H3) and work performance (H4)
after the intervention. Again, results revealed a significant increase in participants’ well-
being after the intervention, thereby confirming hypothesis 3. These results are in line
with numerous studies conducted on strengths development in various contexts (Gan-
der et al. 2013; Mitchell et al. 2009; Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews 2012; Proyer
et al. 2015; Seligman et al. 2005) and corroborate the positive associations found
between strengths use in the workplace and employee well-being (Forest et al. 2012;
Harzer and Ruch 2012, 2013; Littman-Ovadia and Davidovitch 2010; Littman-Ovadia
and Steger 2010). However, the results were inconclusive regarding hypothesis 4, as
the change in participants’ work performance between time 1 and time 2 was not
significant. These results differ from reports from the field which indicate that strengths
development generally fosters work performance (Asplund and Blacksmith 2012;
Clifton and Harter 2003; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Hodges and Clifton 2004), as
well as recent research showing positive associations between strengths use and work
performance (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Harzer and Ruch 2014). These differences might be
attributable to methodological issues, as the main instrument used in our intervention
was the VIA Survey, whereas Hodges and Asplund (2010) and Clifton and Harter
(2003) used the Clifton Strengthsfinder®. It is also possible that our intervention
program differed from those used in previous research, given that no details could be
found regarding the exact protocols followed (Asplund and Blacksmith 2012; Clifton
and Harter 2003; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Hodges and Clifton 2004). Another
possibility could be that participants did not receive sufficient assistance to ensure the
transfer of training in their work environment after the intervention, as recent studies
have shown that this is a critical step required to sustain the effects of strengths
development programs in the mid to long term (Harzer and Ruch 2015; Meyers et al.
2015; Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews 2012).

Regarding the psychological processes involved in strengths, hypothesis 5, 6 and 7
respectively stated that there would be an increase in harmonious passion, subjective
vitality and concentration after the intervention. However, our results could not confirm
these hypotheses, as the differences reported by participants on these variables between
time 1 and time 2 were all non-significant. These results were surprising, as it was
expected that strengths development would be logically accompanied by increases in
harmonious passion (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Forest et al. 2012), vitality (Govindji and
Linley 2007; Wood et al. 2011) and concentration (Buschor et al. 2013; Duckworth
et al. 2005; Peterson et al. 2007).

On a broader perspective, a possible explanation of these results might be that in
order to observe significant increases in work performance, harmonious passion,
vitality and concentration, more time and effort must be devoted to help participants
fully harness their strengths development opportunities following the intervention. Our
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results tend to support this possibility, since participants who benefited the most from
the intervention program, that is, those who showed the highest increase in strengths
use, not only reported gains in well-being, but also significant increases in harmonious
passion and work performance. This seems to suggest that increases in strengths use do
not automatically translate to increases in other variables such as harmonious passion
and work performance, but rather after a certain threshold only. This could mean that
strengths development interventions need particular time and personal investment to
fully deliver their effects. This possibility therefore supports the idea that follow-up and
knowledge transfer initiatives seem mandatory in order to maximize the effects of such
interventions and facilitate the transfer of strengths training in tangible behavior changes
and results. Again, more studies are needed in order to test and confirm this assumption.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this pilot study provides interesting results, it also presents some limitations. The
main limitation concerns the absence of control group, which renders it impossible to
isolate the effect of the intervention and infer any causality among the variables. Still, it
remains a step in the right direction and we can reasonably believe from previous research
that the intervention program is responsible for the observed changes (Buschor et al. 2013;
Forest et al. 2012; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews 2012;
Wood et al. 2011). It also paves the way for the implementation of a larger scale research,
in which a control group and more post-test measurement points (e.g., | month, 3 months
and 6 months) would be added to confirm the effectiveness of the intervention program,
better track changes in studied variables and allow for the measurement of long term
effects. It would also be of interest to include other variables which could potentially
explain how and under which conditions such programs are effective (e.g., individual
factors such as need satisfaction and goal-setting type, contextual factors such as facilitator
attitude, and environmental factors such as peer support, supervisor support and organi-
zational culture; Quinlan et al. 2012). A second limitation concerns the fact that the
intervention program was measured as a whole, which implies that it is impossible to
dissociate and evaluate the respective contribution of each step of the intervention.
Namely, we know from previous research that the mere identification of strengths, without
any follow-up or development program, can induce an increase in well-being (Seligman
et al. 2005). Future research should therefore also consider designs in which participants
are divided in groups with different levels of intervention in order to allow for the
comparison of their respective effects (e.g., Group 1: Strengths identification only; Group
2: Strengths identification and development program; Group 3: Strengths identification,
development program and follow-up initiatives; Group 4: Control group). In that regard,
we must stress again that it seems mandatory to include in future studies follow-up
initiatives aimed at fostering participants’ strengths use and development after the inter-
vention (e.g., personal diary, meeting with supervisor, if-then plans, etc.). A third limita-
tion concerns the use of self-reported assessments for all variables, which may introduce
biases in the results, such as common-method-variance biases that tends to overestimate
the size of the observed relations between variables (Podsakoff et al. 2012). In order to
reduce these possible biases, future research should consider the inclusion of objective
measurements, especially for work performance. Finally, a fourth limitation concerns the
high proportion (93 %) of women present in our sample. This limitation was not a problem
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within the sample (as it is representative of the physical rehabilitation center’s workforce),
however it is not representative of the general population. More research is needed in order
to replicate and validate these findings in a variety of populations and work sectors.

Conclusion

This pilot study provides innovative information for both researchers and professionals
interested in strengths development. On a theoretical perspective, it is one of the first
studies to propose and fully detail a strengths development program conducted in the
workplace, and thoroughly assess its impact on key outcome variables such as strengths
knowledge, strengths use, well-being, performance, harmonious passion, vitality and
concentration. Although the effects of the intervention program were generally only
conclusive regarding the development of strengths use and well-being, it remains
interesting to note that participants who were able to make the most of the intervention
program also reported significant increases in harmonious passion and work perfor-
mance. These encouraging results suggest that future studies including follow-up
exercises and a stronger design (i.e., control group and multiple measurement points)
could be envisioned as a next step to this pilot research. On an applied perspective, this
study also constitutes an important milestone, as it provides positive psychology and
human resources professionals with a detailed intervention program that can be
reproduced, tailored and conducted in a wide variety of organizations. On a broader
level, it again encourages the identification, use and development of strengths in human
management practices, demonstrating once more its potential regarding the improve-
ment of employee well-being and work performance.
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