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Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) is concerned primarily with the study of especially positive outcomes, processes, and attributes of organizations.  POS does not represent a single theory, but it focuses on dynamics that are typically described by words such as excellence, thriving, flourishing, abundance, resilience, or virtuousness.  POS represents a perspective that includes instrumental concerns but puts an increased emphasis on ideas of “goodness” and positive human potential.  It encompasses attention to the enablers (e.g., processes, capabilities, structures, methods), the motivations (e.g., unselfishness, altruism, contribution without regard to self), and the outcomes or effects (e.g., vitality, meaningfulness, exhilaration, high quality relationships) associated with positive performance.  POS is distinguished from traditional organizational effectiveness studies in that it seeks to understand what represents and approaches the best of the human condition.  In seeking to understand such phenomena, POS has a number of biases.  These biases can be understood in terms of each of the three concepts in the label—Positive Organizational Scholarship.


Positive.  POS seeks to understand positive states—such as resilience or meaningfulness—as well as the dynamics and outcomes associated with those states—such as positive energy and positive connections.  This does not mean that traditional organizational research is accused of focusing on negative or undesirable states, only that especially positive states, dynamics, and outcomes usually receive less attention in traditional organizational studies.  POS encompasses the examination of typical patterns of behavior and exchange, but it also tends to emphasize the realization of potential, patterns of excellence, and especially positive deviance from anticipated patterns. POS tends to emphasize the examination of factors that enable positive consequences for individuals, groups, and organizations.  More often than not, POS focuses on that which is unexpectedly positive.  The interest is in exceptional, virtuous, life-giving, and flourishing phenomena.  “Positive,” in other words, has three general referents:  (1) an affirmative bias (away from negative phenomena), (2) an emphasis on goodness, or the best of the human condition, and (3) positive deviance, or extraordinarily successful outcomes. 


Organizational.  POS focuses on positive processes and states that occur in association with organizational contexts.  It examines positive phenomena within organizations as well as positive organizational contexts themselves.  POS draws from the full spectrum of organizational theories to understand, explain, and predict the occurrence, causes, and consequences of positivity.  POS expands the boundaries of these theories to make visible positive states, positive processes, and positive relationships that are typically ignored within organizational studies.  For example, POS spotlights how virtuousness in organizations is associated with financial performance in the context of downsizing, in contrast to a more typical focus on how organizations try to mitigate the harmful effects of downsizing (Cameron, 2003); or, how organizational practices enable organization members to craft meaningful work through fostering “callings,” in contrast to a more typical focus on employee productivity or morale (Wrzesniewski, 2003); or, how the cascading dynamics of empowerment create broader inclusion of stakeholders in public organizations, in contrast to a focus on the political dynamics of stakeholder demands (Feldman and Khademian, 2003); or, how building on strengths produces more positive outcomes in a diverse array of settings such as classroom learning, employee commitment, leadership development, and firm profitability, in contrast to a more typical focus on managing or overcoming weaknesses (Clifton & Harter, 2003).  A POS lens is intended to expose new or different mechanisms through which positive organizational dynamics and positive organizational processes produce extraordinarily positive or unexpected outcomes—not merely effective outcomes.


Scholarship. There is no lack of self-help accounts that recommend relatively uncomplicated prescriptions for achieving success, fulfillment, or effectiveness.  What is lacking in most of these contributions, however, is empirical credibility and theoretical explanations for how and why the prescriptions work.  Further, these more prescriptive accounts do not speak to the contingencies regarding when the directives will produce the desired results and when they won’t.  Having a foundation in the scientific method is the basis upon which most concepts, relationships, and prescriptions develop staying power.  POS does not stand in opposition to the array of self-help publications—many of which recount positive dynamics and outcomes—but it extends beyond them in its focus on developing rigorous, systematic, and theory-based foundations for positive phenomena.  POS requires careful definitions of terms, a rationale for prescriptions and recommendations, consistency with scientific procedures in drawing conclusions, and grounding in previous related work.   An interest in POS implies a commitment to scholarship.  


POS is not value-neutral, of course.  It advocates the position that the desire to improve the human condition is universal and that the capacity to do so is latent in almost all systems.  The means by which this latent capacity is unleashed and organized, the extent to which human possibilities are enabled, and the extent to which systems produce extraordinarily positive outcomes are of special interest.  POS does not exclude phenomena that are typically labeled positive in organizational studies—such as organizational improvement, goal achievement, or making a profit—but it has a bias toward life-giving, generative, and ennobling human conditions.  It also does not exclude interest in mistakes, errors, or threats inasmuch as positive phenomena are often dependent on the presence of the negative to emerge.  Forgiveness, compassion, and resilience, for example, are only relevant phenomena in the presence of harm.  Medical mistakes, wild fire tragedies, or airplane crashes all provide contexts in which positive organizational scholarship has been conducted.  In conditions where a thousand errors could occur but none do, for example, unexpectedly positive outcomes are present (Weick, 2003). 
POS is not a new invention, and it recognizes that positive phenomena have been studied in organizational studies for decades.  Yet, studies of affirmative, uplifting, and elevating processes and outcomes have not been the norm.  They have been overwhelmed in the scholarly literature by non-positive topics.  For example, Walsh, Weber, and Margolis (2003) reported that positive terms (e.g., caring, compassion, virtue) have seldom appeared in the business press over the last 17 years, whereas negatively-biased words (e.g., advantage, beat, win) have increased four-fold in the same period.  Mayne (1999) found that studies of the relationship between negative phenomena and health outnumbered by 11 to 1 studies of the relationship between positive phenomena and health.  Czapinski’s (1985) coding of psychology articles found a 2:1 ratio of negative issues to positive or neutral issues.  One objective of POS is to redress this bias so that positive phenomena receive their fair share of rigorous and systematic investigation.  Up to now, the conscious examination of positive phenomena is vastly under-represented in organizational science.


One way to illustrate the approach taken by POS to effectiveness in organizations is to locate it on a continuum, represented in Figure 1.  This continuum depicts a state of normal or effect performance in the middle, with a condition of negatively deviant performance on the left and a state of positively deviant performance on the right.  Negative and positive deviance refer to aberrations from effective functioning or normality, harmful on one end and virtuous on the other end.

Figure 1 goes about here

To illustrate, at the individual level of analysis, the figure considers physiological and psychological conditions—illness on the left and healthy functioning in the middle (i.e., the absence of illness).  On the right side is positive deviance, which may be illustrated by high levels of physical fitness or psychological flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  At the organizational level, the figure portrays conditions ranging from ineffective, inefficient, and error-prone performance on the left side, to effective, efficient, and reliable performance in the middle.  On the right side is extraordinarily positive—or virtuous—organizational performance.  The extreme right and left points on the continuum are qualitatively distinct from the center point.  They do not merely represent a greater or lesser quantity of the middle attributes.


Seligman (2002) reported that more than 99 percent of psychological research in the last 50 years has focused on the left and middle points on the continuum.  Similarly, an overwhelming majority of published studies in medical research have focused on the left and middle points (e.g., understanding and treating illness).  Most organizational and management research has likewise been conducted on phenomena represented by negative deviance and by phenomena at the middle point.  More attention has been paid to solving problems, surmounting obstacles, battling competitors, improving quality, making a profit, motivating employees, or closing deficit gaps than identifying the flourishing and life-giving aspects of organizations and closing abundance gaps (Walsh, Weber, & Margolis, 2003).  Too little is known, therefore, about the right side of the continuum and the phenomena that represent it.  Well-developed concepts do not yet exist to explain the phenomena on the right side of the continuum.  A POS approach to effectiveness, therefore, centers on these ill-defined and as-yet-under-investigated phenomena—namely, positive deviance and extraordinary performance.  


The traditional focus on effective, competitive, or profitable organizational performance, consequently, is replaced in POS by constructs such as flourishing, virtuousness, and abundance.  These substitute concepts, of course, have frequently been associated with non-scholarly prescriptions or uncritical ecumenicalism (Peterson & Seligman, 2003).  Virtuousness, for example, has often been rejected as saccharine, anti-intellectual, or morally dogmatic (Sandage & Hill, 2001).  Flourishing and optimism have been interpreted as wishful thinking or naiveté (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994).  Prosocial behavior and an abundance approach have been dismissed as disguised and sophisticated motives for personal gain (Cialdini, et al., 1987).  On the other hand, some initial POS research has begun to tackle the definition and measurement issues associated with these concepts, and empirical evidence has begun to emerge linking certain organizational dynamics to extraordinarily positive levels of performance.  


For example, Spreitzer, et al. (2005) conducted work on the concept of thriving in organizations—the achievement of vitality, positive momentum, and learning.  This condition stretches beyond mere effectiveness by accounting for especially positive dynamics related to organizational processes and outcomes.  Under conditions of thriving, employees reported feeling more vitality, experience more positive emotions, exhibit better physiological and psychological health, and report a sense of flow in their jobs compared to conditions when things are merely functioning “smoothly” or “effectively.”  Thriving as a construct tends to represent the right end of the continuum in Figure 1.  Similarly, Cameron & Lavine (2006) analyzed the performance of an organization that was assigned to clean up a nuclear arsenal in Colorado.  Such a task had never been accomplished in this country.  The U.S. Department of Energy estimated that the project would take more than 70 years and cost at least $36 billion to complete, since more than 100 tons of plutonium and enriched uranium residues had polluted the several thousand acre site.  The company completed the job, however, 60 years early and $30 billion below budget in October 2005.  The analysis focused on the enablers and explanatory factors accounting for this extraordinarily positively deviant performance.

 
In addition to positively deviant outcomes, other POS research has focused on previously unexamined positive factors that help explain effectiveness.  Losada and Heaphy (2004), for example, reported research in which 60 firms were categorized as high, medium, and low performing based on indicators such as productivity, profitability, and associates’ ratings of the effectiveness of the top management team.  A senior executive team in each organization was observed for a day as they interacted in a goal setting, budgeting, and strategic planning session.  Their communication events (e.g., statements, responses, gestures) were coded by observers.  High performing firms were distinguished significantly from medium and low performing firms on the basis of their display of positive communication (i.e., supportive, appreciative, encouraging statements).  High performing firms had a ratio of five positive communication events to every negative event during the observed meetings.  Low performing firms displayed an average of three negative communication events (i.e., disagreeing, criticizing, discouraging statements) for every positive event.  An emphasis on positive communication was found overwhelmingly to be the most powerful predictor of especially high firm performance.  


Baker and Cross (2002) studied social network connections among a variety of firms including financial service, consulting, software, and engineering companies.  They measured the usual network connections based on factors such as information exchange and influence.  However, using a POS perspective they also added a measure of positive energy based on the extent to which people felt positively energized or de-energized when they interacted with each other person.  The research found that position in the energy network is four times the predictor of performance as is position in information and influence networks.  Those who positively energize others performed better personally and their units performed significantly better than those who resided in the center of information or influence networks.  Moreover, high performing firms had three times as many positive energizing networks as low performing firms.  Positive energy, the study concluded, is the major predictor of high performance.


Cameron (2003) reported two studies in which measures of organizational virtuousness were significantly predictive of organizational performance and recovery from downsizing.  One study was conducted in eight independent business units randomly selected within a large corporation in the transportation industry.  A second study included a large sample of organizations from 16 industries (e.g., automotive, consulting, financial services, health care, retail), all of which had recently engaged in downsizing.  A survey instrument was completed by a sample of employees in these firms (i.e., across levels and across functions) measuring aspects of organizational virtuousness—compassion, integrity, forgiveness, trust, and optimism. Organizational performance measures consisted of objective measures of productivity (efficiency ratios), quality (customer claims), employee commitment (voluntary turnover) and profitability from company records and from publicly available sources, as well as perceptual measures of productivity, quality, profitability, customer retention, and compensation.  Respondents compared their own firm’s performance on these five perceptual outcomes with four benchmarks—their best competitors, past performance, industry average, and stated goals.


Statistical results revealed that, as predicted, when controlling for all other factors, downsizing led to deteriorating organizational performance.  However, statistically significant relationships were found between organizational virtuousness and objectively measured outcomes (e.g., profitability) and perceptual effectiveness (e.g., exceeding best competitors’ performance).  Organizations scoring higher in virtuousness were more profitable, and, when compared to competitors, industry averages, goals, and past performance, virtuousness also mitigated the negative effects of downsizing.  Organizations with higher virtuousness scores had significantly higher objective and perceived performance.

Gittell, Cameron, and Lim (2006) also found a significant relationship between recovery in firms within the U.S. airline industry after the September 11th attacks and the presence of a virtuous culture.   Because passenger ridership declined an average of 20 percent during the first year after the tragedy, almost all of the major carriers resorted to layoffs and cutbacks to cope with the financial exigencies.  Only two firms ardently refused to layoff employees—Southwest and Alaska—citing virtuous motives for their decisions.  Despite losing more than a million dollars a day, for example, Southwest’s CEO stated: “Clearly we can’t continue to do this indefinitely, but we are willing to suffer some damage, even to our stock price, to protect the jobs of our people . . . We want to show our people that we value them, and we’re not going to hurt them just to get a little more money in the short term.  Not furloughing people breeds loyalty.  It breeds a sense of security.  It breeds a sense of trust.”


An analysis of stock price recovery and profitability shows an almost perfect correlation between a carrier’s virtuous coping strategy and financial recovery.  Airlines such as U.S. Airways and United Airlines violated their labor contracts and refused to provide severance benefits, citing the need to preserve the company’s financial base as the reason.  Southwest and Alaska, on the other hand, put employees’ concerns first and absorbed losses to preserve jobs.  Stock price recovery correlated significantly with the number of employees laid off by the airline companies—Southwest, Alaska, Northwest, Delta, American, America West,  Continental, United, U.S. Airways, in that order—and the extent to which they demonstrated consideration for the human condition in their recovery strategy (r > .8).  Profitability was also strongly correlated across the industry with the firms’ approach to the crisis, with Southwest remaining profitable in every quarter—the only U.S. airline company to do so—and U.S. Airways sustaining a loss in every quarter.


One theoretical explanation for the findings summarized in these various studies centers on two key attributes of positive deviance, virtuousness, positive energy, and positive communication: their amplifying qualities—which foster escalating positive consequences—and their buffering qualities—which protect against negative encroachments.  Several writers have examined these qualities (for example, Fredrickson, 2003) demonstrating that when positive deviance, virtuousness, positive energy, and positive communication are demonstrated in organizations, and when organizations recognize and legitimize these kinds of dynamics, they become self-reinforcing (i.e., they amplify the positive consequences). They also foster resiliency against negative and challenging conditions, and provide a strengthening dynamic that helps systems resist negative consequences (i.e., they buffer organizations from deterioration in outcomes) (see Cameron, Bright, & Caza, 2004).  


Positive Organizational Scholarship as a field is likely to expand and increase its influence in organizational studies as empirical investigations and theoretical development occur.  More studies of positively deviant performance (Cameron & Lavine, 2006), studies with an affirmative bias (Goddard, et al., 2003), and investigations of virtuousness practices (Dutton, Worline, Frost, & Lilius, 2006) are beginning to appear, and the necessary empirical and theoretical foundations are beginning to be built.  Rather than being a separate or discrete area of organizational studies, however, it is likely that Positive Organizational Scholarship will become embedded in the questions asked and the approaches used in a wide variety of organizational studies disciplines.


FIGURE 1
A Continuum Illustrating Positive Deviance
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