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Abstract
Recent data suggest that only about one-third of employees thrive at work, while most are disengaged. This lack of employee 
productivity costs U.S. companies billions of dollars annually. Consequently, there is great interest in workplace interven-
tions designed to increase employee performance and engagement. Strengths interventions are one such approach because 
there is evidence that when employees can identify, use, and develop their strengths at work, it is associated with a range 
of desirable outcomes. Still, there is a need for experimental research that facilitates causal analysis and the development 
of reliable strengths interventions that can be applied in organizations. Two longitudinal studies examined the impact of 
different strengths interventions. The first study tested a 2-week intervention measuring the impact on strengths use, job 
performance, and flourishing at work. Only job performance improved significantly over time. The second study deployed 
a 4-week intervention measuring the impact on strengths use, job performance, organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), 
and engagement, with significant increases in all variables over time. Post hoc analyses indicated that results might have 
been influenced by the extent to which strengths use changed. If strengths use declined, there were no significant outcomes. 
However, when strengths use increased, there was a significant improvement in job performance with a large effect size and 
OCB and engagement with very large effect sizes. These findings suggest strengths interventions can lead to favorable work-
place outcomes, though levels of strengths use might impact results. Limitations and future areas of research are discussed.

Keywords  Character strengths · Strengths · Workplace intervention · Positive psychology · Job performance · 
Organizational citizenship behavior · Engagement · Flourishing

Introduction

Recent data suggest that only about one-third of employees 
thrive at work, while most are disengaged, and almost half 
report watching for or actively seeking a new job (Gallup, 
2023). This lack of employee engagement and productiv-
ity is estimated to cost U.S. companies between $450 to 
$550 billion annually (Silsbee, 2020). Consequently, there 
is great interest in workplace interventions designed to 
increase employee performance and engagement (Bakker 
& van Wingerden, 2021).

In recent years, much research has indicated that when 
employees are able to identify, use, and develop their 
strengths at work, it is associated with a range of desirable 
outcomes. These include increased performance (Harzer 
& Ruch, 2014), job satisfaction, organizational citizenship 
behavior (OCB), productivity (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 
2017), well-being, finding meaning at work (Littman-Ovadia 
& Steger, 2010), and engagement (Littman-Ovadia et al., 
2017). These studies and various meta-analyses (Ghielen 
et al., 2018; Miglianico et al., 2019; Schutte & Malouff, 
2019) provide evidence of the relationship between strengths 
use and positive results. However, there is still a need for 
experimental research that facilitates causal analysis and the 
development of reliable strengths interventions that can be 
applied in organizations (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2021).

There is much evidence that it is more beneficial to 
encourage employees to focus on strengths development 
rather than improving weaknesses (e.g., Buckingham & 
Clifton, 2001; Rath & Conchie, 2009). Indeed, strengths 
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theory posits that strengths are positive and naturally occur-
ring abilities that enable optimal human functioning (Linley 
& Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Accord-
ingly, the theory postulates that when employees can use 
their strengths at work regularly, they are energized and 
invigorated, leading to greater performance. Moreover, the 
theory also suggests that it can be draining and less pro-
ductive for employees to focus on remedying their deficits 
(Rath & Conchie, 2009; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Gradito 
Dubord & Forest, 2023).

Numerous studies support the premise that using 
strengths in the workplace yields positive outcomes. For 
example, using strengths at work was associated with well-
being and more meaning (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). 
Moreover, use of strengths has been described as a “driver” 
of employee engagement (Crabb, 2011) and linked with 
greater productivity, OCB, job satisfaction (Lavy & Littman-
Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 2010), crea-
tivity (Avey et al., 2012), and performance (Littman-Ovadia 
et al., 2017). Strengths have also been correlated to coping at 
work and serving as protective factors against work-related 
stress on job satisfaction (Harzer & Ruch, 2015). Conversely, 
a lack of opportunities to use strengths each day was associ-
ated with employees feeling strain at work (Merritt et al., 
2018). Consequently, the research suggests that the use of 
strengths at work contributes to various desirable outcomes.

Still, the question of whether to prioritize deficit reduc-
tion or strength development has long been discussed, par-
ticularly because organizations often emphasize the need for 
employees to work on their weaknesses rather than allowing 
them to focus on their strengths (Hodges & Asplund, 2010; 
Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; van Woerkom et al., 2016). Cer-
tainly, a singular focus on strengths or overuse of strengths 
can have adverse consequences (Grant & Schwartz, 2011; 
Kaiser & Overfield, 2011; Niemiec, 2018). Moreover, recent 
research suggests that individuals can benefit from both a 
strengths-based and deficit-based approach (Mahomed & 
Rothmann, 2019; Meyers et al., 2015; Mphahlele et al., 
2018). Thus, while much evidence suggests prioritizing 
strengths in the workplace is beneficial, it seems there is 
also room for addressing weaknesses, though perhaps to a 
lesser degree.

Consequently, the purpose of this paper is to examine 
the impact of strengths use in the workplace and offer fur-
ther evidence regarding the salience of prioritizing strengths 
versus deficits. The two studies presented aimed to make 
three specific contributions. First, both studies contribute 
to the growing body of research examining the impact of 
strengths interventions and their application in the work-
place, responding to the call for more experimental research 
in this area (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2021; Miglianico et al., 
2019). Second, each study offers further evidence supporting 
the foundational tenet of strengths theory—that strengths 

use and development leads to positive outcomes (Linley & 
Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Finally, the 
first study also tests a central hypothesis of strengths theory. 
Namely, focusing on strengths yields superior outcomes to 
focusing on deficits. Despite this long-standing claim, rela-
tively few studies have examined the impact of interventions 
that address strengths-only, deficits-only, or a combination 
of strengths and deficits (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Gradito 
Dubord & Forest, 2023).

Theoretical background

While there is no universal strengths theory, there is broad 
agreement over what constitutes a strengths-based approach 
(Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018). Personal strengths are 
defined as individual qualities, traits, and abilities that are 
energizing to use and facilitate optimal functioning (Lin-
ley & Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Wood 
et al., 2011). Though strengths are thought to be trait-like, 
they are also considered malleable and, therefore, can be 
cultivated and called on as needed depending on the context 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; 
Biswas-Diener et al., 2017). Thus, in the workplace context, 
a strengths-based approach emphasizes the development and 
use of employees’ strengths rather than focusing on improv-
ing their weaknesses (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001).

A range of literature demonstrates that becoming aware 
of and using strengths leads to positive outcomes. In a gen-
eral population study, people who became aware of their 
top strengths were more likely to flourish than those who 
were unaware, and those who used their top strengths 
were more likely to flourish than those who did not (Hone 
et al., 2015). Moreover, using strengths in new ways has 
demonstrated lower levels of depressive symptoms and an 
increase in happiness (Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 
2005). In psychotherapy, focusing on strengths has yielded a 
greater positive impact on clients than traditional treatment 
methods (Seligman et al., 2006). In education, a strengths-
based approach has been associated with increased engage-
ment and accomplishment (Linkins et al., 2015). Finally, 
in the workplace, strengths use has been correlated with 
multiple favorable outcomes (e.g., Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 
2013, 2014, 2015). Thus, there is evidence that a strengths-
based approach can have numerous benefits across various 
domains.

Several theories explain why strengths use and develop-
ment leads to such positive outcomes. For example, per self-
determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000), Gradito 
Dubord and Forest (2023) found that strengths use at work 
led to need satisfaction and autonomous motivation while 
also inhibiting need frustration and controlled motivation, 
thereby explaining how a strengths-based approach can lead 
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to enhanced performance. Similarly, via jobs demands-
resources theory (JD-R; Bakker & Demerouti, 2014), it has 
been proposed that strengths use is a personal resource and 
can, therefore, enhance work engagement (Bakker & van 
Wingerden, 2021). Finally, positive psychology’s broaden-
and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001) suggests that 
as individuals use their strengths, they experience positive 
emotions, thereby broadening their cognitive and social 
capacities, leading to better performance (Ashby et al., 1999; 
Isen et al., 1987).

Strengths

There are several classifications of personal strengths, each 
with a specific purpose. For example, the CliftonStrengths 
(Gallup Strengths Center, 2021) are focused on work-related 
strengths, while the VIA classification (Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004) inventories different character strengths that can 
be called on and used in any facet of life (Niemiec, 2018). 
Additionally, Realise2 (now StrengthsProfile; Linley et al., 
2010), is a classification of 60 strengths and how they relate 
to optimal human functioning. Thus, personal strengths can 
be identified and measured using various instruments. The 
present studies focused on the VIA classification (Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004) because research on character strengths 
intervention studies in the workplace is still relatively nas-
cent (Ruch et al., 2020).

Character strengths

Character strengths (CS) are positive personal traits that 
benefit the self and others, and are considered ubiquitous 
across countries, religions, and cultures (Niemiec, 2018). 
Some examples of CS include curiosity, prudence, grati-
tude, leadership, social intelligence, and honesty. Although 
some researchers have challenged whether CS are universal 
(Kinghorn, 2017), an analysis of over one million adults 
across 75 nations revealed significant convergence in CS 
identification across cultures (McGrath, 2015), suggesting 
that they are indeed globally consistent. CS are considered to 
be the core of and the building blocks to human flourishing 
(Seligman, 2011), and numerous studies have demonstrated 
that using CS is correlated with positive outcomes, includ-
ing in the workplace (Miglianico et al., 2019; Schutte & 
Malouff, 2019).

Most CS intervention studies have focused on the gen-
eral population or student audiences and have measured 
constructs such as life satisfaction, happiness, positive 
affect, and depression (Ghielen et al., 2018; Quinlan et al., 
2012; Schutte & Malouff, 2019). The few CS workplace 
intervention studies point to potential benefits for employ-
ers and employees, yet more knowledge is needed for opti-
mal deployment. Peláez et al. (2020) found that a 5-week 

strengths-based intervention enhanced work engagement and 
job performance. Additionally, Forest et al. (2012) demon-
strated that a CS intervention significantly increased harmo-
nious passion, well-being, and use of top strengths among 
working students.

Other research indicated that participation in CS inter-
ventions increased employee positive affect, psychological 
capital (Meyers & van Woerkom, 2017), life satisfaction, 
and perceiving work as a calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2016). 
Still, another study by Dubreuil et al. (2016) identified that 
employees reported greater strengths use and well-being 
following a CS intervention. However, no significant dif-
ference was found for performance, harmonious passion, 
vitality, and concentration. Further investigation indicated 
that employees who reported the greatest increase in using 
strengths did, in fact, demonstrate significant increases in 
performance and harmonious passion. These findings sug-
gested that employees’ level of strengths use might play a 
role in achieving favorable outcomes, though more investiga-
tion is needed to substantiate this speculation. Consequently, 
the present studies aimed to evaluate two different CS inter-
ventions for increasing desirable work-related outcomes 
among full-time employees.

Strengths versus deficits

Strengths are human characteristics and abilities that are 
enjoyable to use and allow individuals to function at their 
best (Linley & Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 
2004; Wood et al., 2011). By contrast, deficits are defined 
as characteristics, behaviors, or ways of thinking that do not 
come naturally and might not be enjoyable (Meyers et al., 
2015). Particularly in the workplace context, most organi-
zations have long accentuated deficit correction rather than 
strengths development (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Rath 
& Conchie, 2009). Strengths proponents argue that a deficit-
based approach has limited benefit because it is more chal-
lenging and deflating to spend time working on what we 
are not good at (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004; Rath & Conchie, 2009; Seligman, 1999). 
Still, there is evidence that deficit improvement yields valu-
able results. A deficit-based approach was associated with 
increased work performance (Abdullah et al., 2009; Agu-
inis & Kraiger, 2009), more job satisfaction (Lee & Bru-
vold, 2003), and improved work engagement (Salas et al., 
2012). Still, strengths-based approaches have also been 
linked with greater productivity, job satisfaction (Lavy & 
Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 
2010), and performance (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018). 
Additionally, Gradito Dubord and Forest (2023) found that a 
strengths-based approach was more beneficial than a deficit-
based approach. However, they did not preclude the need 
for working on weaknesses, suggesting that the impact of a 
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deficit-based approach might be influenced more by how it 
is implemented than the approach itself. Therefore, it seems 
possible that individuals and organizations could benefit 
from both strengths development and deficit correction.

Some studies indicated that a combined approach of 
working with strengths and weaknesses could be beneficial. 
Perceived organizational support (POS) for strengths use and 
deficit correction were both positively correlated with work 
engagement, yet only POS for deficit correction significantly 
predicted long-term work engagement (Mphahlele et al., 
2018). Similarly, POS for strengths use and deficit correc-
tion predicted thriving at work, and POS for both strengths 
use and deficit improvement yielded more job satisfaction 
than only POS for strengths use (Mahomed & Rothmann, 
2019). Another study comparing strengths-based versus 
deficit-based interventions among college students found 
that both produced increases in personal growth initiative; 
however, the increases were larger for the strengths group 
(Meyers et al., 2015). Consequently, there is some evidence 
that both strengths-based and deficit-based approaches can 
offer desirable outcomes.

Overview and objectives of the studies

The present studies aimed to contribute knowledge regard-
ing strengths theory and the application of CS interventions 
in the workplace. Additionally, each study had specific 
objectives.

Study 1 sought to investigate further the ongoing ques-
tion of whether it is more productive to focus on develop-
ing strengths versus shoring up deficits. The intervention in 
Study 1 was developed based on the AID (attitude, identi-
fication, development) method proposed by Biswas-Diener 
et al. (2017), where participants first orient their attitude 
towards a strengths-based approach, then they identify their 
strengths, and are encouraged to develop them. The outcome 
measures selected were based on a review of the literature 
and relevancy for organizations: strengths use, job perfor-
mance, and flourishing at work. Strengths use and employee 
performance are obvious concerns for most organizations, 
and flourishing at work was selected because becoming 
aware of and using CS has been described as a conduit to 
flourishing (Seligman, 2011). However, few studies have 
examined this proposed connection, particularly in the work-
place context.

Study 2 deployed an intervention based on the Strengths 
Builder program developed by Niemiec and McGrath 
(2019). This intervention was more comprehensive than 
that used for Study 1 and followed Niemiec’s (2018) aware-
explore-apply model, where participants first become 
aware of their own strengths and those of others, then they 
explore various aspects of their strengths, before applying 

them contextually. This study’s primary objectives were to 
evaluate if the more comprehensive intervention improved 
outcomes and to address some of Study 1’s shortcomings, 
which are discussed later. Four outcome variables were 
measured in Study 2, two of which were consistent with 
Study 1 to facilitate some comparison: strengths use and 
job performance. Two new variables were incorporated to 
expand how performance was being measured: organiza-
tional citizenship behavior (OCB) and work engagement.

Study 1

Objectives and hypotheses

The first study examined the impact of using top strengths, 
bottom strengths (i.e., deficits), or both on strengths use, job 
performance, and flourishing at work, with the following 
hypotheses.

H1: There will be an increase in participants’ (a) strengths 
use, (b) job performance, and (c) flourishing at work after 
the intervention.
H2: Compared to a placebo-control group, the interven-
tion groups will experience a significant increase in (a) 
strengths use, (b) job performance, and (c) flourishing 
at work.
H3: Compared to the group asked to use their bottom 
strengths, the groups asked to use their top strengths or 
both top and bottom strengths will demonstrate a sig-
nificantly greater increase in (a) strengths use, (b) job 
performance, and (c) flourishing at work.

Method

Participants

Study 1 was conducted among N = 148 full-time working 
adults, ages 18–65, located in the United States. The sample 
was drawn from MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk, 2018) 
via CloudResearch (2021). Recent data from the CloudRe-
search database indicated that 226,000 of the 250,810 active 
MTurk workers were U.S.-based. Almost all of them were 
between the ages of 18–65 (94% were aged 18–59), and 68% 
were employed (Litman & Robinson, 2021). Participants 
were required to have high-speed Internet access because 
the study was administered online. Additionally, participants 
had to have completed at least 5000 Human Intelligence 
Tasks (HITs) with a minimum 95% approval rate, per MTurk 
best practices for increasing the retention rate for longitudi-
nal projects (Litman & Robinson, 2021). Table 1 displays 
the demographic information for the sample.
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The four groups did not differ significantly on the demo-
graphic variables: gender [χ2(3) = 2.59, p = .459], age 
[F(3, 144) = .384, p = .765], occupation [χ2(15) = 12.25, 
p = .660], and U.S. region [χ2(9) = 11.54, p = .240]. Nor 
were there any significant differences between the par-
ticipants who completed the entire study (N = 148) ver-
sus those who dropped out at some point (n = 41): gender 
[χ2(1) = .795, p = .372], age [t(84.32) = −1.24, p = .219, 
two-tailed], occupation [χ2(5) = 8.25, p = .143], and U.S. 
region [χ2(3) = 7.02, p = .071].

Procedure

Three intervention groups and one placebo-control group 
participated in a 2-week online program. Participants were 
randomly assigned to one of the four groups. The interven-
tion groups were encouraged to use their (a) top strengths, 
(b) bottom strengths, or (c) both. A participant’s top and 
bottom strengths were identified when an individual took 
the VIA CS assessment (VIA Institute on Character, 2022) 
and received a personalized report ranking all 24 CS. Top 
strengths, also referred to as “signature” strengths, are the 
three to seven top-ranking strengths that “a person owns, 
celebrates, and frequently exercises” (Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004, p. 18). Bottom strengths, also known as lesser 
strengths, are the three to seven lowest-ranking strengths that 
an individual expresses or uses to a lower degree (Proyer 
et al., 2015).

All groups completed the baseline questionnaire and the 
VIA CS assessment (VIA Institute on Character, 2022). The 
placebo-control group received instructions to keep a daily 
journal of early memories. The three intervention groups 
watched a 15-minute video providing an overview of CS, 
and examples of how participants might use their strengths 
in new and different ways at work, followed by instructions 
based on prior CS interventions (Proyer et al., 2015; Selig-
man et al., 2005).

1.	 Intervention Group 1: use top strengths in different 
ways at work. Participants were directed to select one 
top strength to focus on for the first week and a different 
top strength in the second week.

2.	 Intervention Group 2: use bottom strengths in different 
ways at work. Participants were instructed to select one 
bottom strength to focus on for the first week and a dif-
ferent bottom strength in the second week.

3.	 Intervention Group 3: use both top and bottom strengths 
in different ways at work. Participants in this group 
focused on using top strengths for 1 week and bottom 
strengths for the other week. Random assignment was 
used so that approximately half the respondents were 
allocated to use a top strength in the first week and a 
bottom strength in the second week. The other half was 
assigned to use a bottom strength in the first week and a 
top strength in the second week.

Incentives were used to encourage participation and 
reduce the rate of attrition, according to MTurk (Amazon 
Mechanical Turk, 2018) best practices (Litman & Robinson, 
2021). The total incentive amount for the study was $26.00, 
divided across the four study HITs as $6 for the first three 
HITs and $8 for the fourth HIT. There were three points 
of measurement, during which the three outcome variables 
were measured. The baseline was administered prior to the 
intervention, the first posttest after it, and the second posttest 
4 weeks after completion of the intervention. The overall 
retention rate from the baseline (N = 189) to final point of 
measurement (N = 148) was 78%. Figure 1 displays the flow-
chart of participants and sample sizes for all groups at each 
point during the study.

Measures

Strengths use

Strengths use was measured by the Strengths Use Scale 
(Govindji & Linley, 2007). It is a 14-item scale with state-
ments describing different experiences in using strengths. 
Participants respond using a 7-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Previous 

Table 1   Demographic information for Study 1 participants

Professionals included positions such as analyst, accountant, teacher, 
etc. Clerical included positions such as secretary, administrator, etc. 
Blue collar included positions such as courier, production operator, 
etc.

Count Percentage

Gender
  Male 73 49.3%
  Female 75 50.7%
  Mean Age (SD) 41.2 (10.57) NA

Occupation
  Professionals 71 48.0%
  Managers 31 20.9%
  Clerical 25 16.9%
  Sales 14 9.5%
  Blue Collar 6 4.1%
  No response 1 0.7%

Region
  Northeast 39 26.4%
  Midwest 35 23.6%
  South 47 31.8%
  West 27 18.2%
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studies demonstrated a single-factor structure (Govindji & 
Linley, 2007) and satisfactory internal reliability ranging 
from α = .89 to α = .97 (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood 
et al., 2011). In the present study, the internal reliability 
scores were also acceptable, with Cronbach alpha values 
ranging from .95 to .96.

Job performance

Job performance was measured by the In-Role Behavior 
(IRB) Work Performance Scale (Williams & Anderson, 
1991), which is a 7-item scale presenting statements related 
to an individual’s job performance. Each item is rated using 
a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. Williams and Anderson (1991) developed the 
scale for supervisors to rate subordinates, verified the single-
factor structure, and reported internal consistency of α = .91. 
In the present study, it was modified for self-report. Other 
studies that have used a self-report version of this measure 
reported a satisfactory internal consistency of α = .86 (Lavy 
& Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia et al., 2017). In 
the current study, the internal reliability scores were also 
acceptable, within range of α = .75 to α = .82.

Flourishing at work

Flourishing at work was measured by the Workplace 
PERMA Profiler (Kern, 2014). It is a 23-item questionnaire 
comprising three items measuring each of the five PERMA 
pillars (positive emotions, engagement, relationships, 

meaning, and accomplishment) identified by Seligman 
(2011). There are eight filler items: three for negative emo-
tions, three for health, one for loneliness, and one for overall 
happiness. Respondents use 11-point Likert-type scales to 
score each item, ranging from responses of not at all, never, 
or terrible to completely, always, or excellent. Normative 
data and information related to validity and reliability for the 
English-language Workplace PERMA Profiler are limited. 
However, the Workplace PERMA Profiler has been trans-
lated into German, Korean, and Japanese, and each version 
has demonstrated good validity and reliability (Choi et al., 
2019; Harzer et al., 2017; Watanabe et al., 2018). In these 
prior studies, internal reliability for the overall flourishing 
score was satisfactory, ranging from α = .91 to α = .96 (Choi 
et al., 2019; Harzer et al., 2017; Watanabe et al., 2018). In 
the present study, the internal reliability scores were also 
acceptable, with Cronbach alpha values ranging from .94 
to .95.

Results

Primary analyses

A series of two-way mixed ANOVAs were used to analyze 
the data in IBM SPSS v26.0. The data were non-normal 
and were transformed using logarithmic transformations for 
strengths use and flourishing at work and an inverse trans-
formation for job performance. After transformation, all 
variables were normally distributed with skewness scores 

Fig. 1   Flowchart of study 1 participants. Note. Posttest 1 was administered after completion of the 2-week intervention. Posttest 2 was completed 
4 weeks after the 2-week intervention
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ranging from −1.64 to .51 and kurtosis scores from −1.30 
to 1.89. When running the two-way mixed ANOVAs, tests 
of within-subjects were consulted first to establish if there 
was a significant interaction between time and group. Sub-
sequently, differences between groups at each time inter-
val were examined, as well as changes within each group 
over time. The Bonferroni correction was used for pairwise 
comparisons. Significance was evaluated using the standard 
alpha level of p < .05.

As shown in Table 2, the mean scores for strengths use, 
job performance, and flourishing at work all increased from 
baseline to first posttest except among Group C, who were 
asked to focus only on their bottom strengths during the 
2-week intervention.

Results revealed only one significant outcome, as indi-
cated in Table 3. All results for strengths use were nonsig-
nificant. Results for job performance were partially signifi-
cant. The main effect of time showed a significant difference 
across time points with a small effect size. Ad hoc analysis 
determined a significant increase in job performance mean 
scores from baseline to first posttest (p = .007). Results for 
flourishing at work were nonsignificant across all measures 
of group and time.

Post hoc analysis

Study 1 results were somewhat surprising and contradicted 
previous research, which has supported significant positive 
relationships between CS and desirable work-related out-
comes (e.g., Harzer & Ruch, 2016; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 
2017; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 2010; Meyers & van 
Woerkom, 2017; Peláez et al., 2020). Still, the findings were 

not an anomaly. A study by Dubreuil et al. (2016) found that 
employees reported significantly greater strengths use and 
levels of well-being following a CS intervention. Yet, their 
results also showed no significant difference for several other 
variables, including work performance, harmonious passion, 
vitality, and concentration. Therefore, based on the present 
study’s primary results that showed a marginal increase in 
all variables from baseline to first posttest for all groups 
except Group C (bottom strengths), a post hoc analysis was 
performed to evaluate if different levels of strengths use 
impacted the outcomes for job performance and flourishing 
at work. The post hoc analysis followed the same approach 
adopted by Dubreuil and colleagues.

Table 2   Study 1: mean scores 
for outcome variables across all 
groups

Groups

Variables Group A (n = 35) 
(Placebo Control)
M (SE)

Group B (n = 44) 
(Top Strengths)
M (SE)

Group C (n = 29) 
(Bottom Strengths)
M (SE)

Group D 
(n = 40) 
(Top and 
Bottom 
Strengths)
M (SE)

Strengths Use
  Baseline 5.54 (0.85) 5.80 (0.93) 5.73 (0.77) 5.50 (1.17)
  First Posttest 5.68 (0.88) 5.84 (0.97) 5.63 (0.67) 5.56 (0.99)
  Second Posttest 5.59 (0.89) 5.79 (0.91) 5.76 (0.79) 5.52 (1.07)

Job Performance
  Baseline 4.56 (0.39) 4.77 (0.31) 4.80 (0.38) 4.72 (0.32)
  First Posttest 4.65 (0.54) 4.81 (0.28) 4.80 (0.30) 4.76 (0.33)
  Second Posttest 4.63 (0.42) 4.77 (0.30) 4.79 (0.30) 4.72 (0.41)

Flourishing at Work
  Baseline 7.10 (1.75) 7.15 (1.91) 7.35 (1.49) 6.75 (1.99)
  First Posttest 7.18 (1.78) 7.19 (1.84) 7.24 (1.65) 6.79 (1.96)
  Second Posttest 7.16 (1.69) 7.20 (1.79) 7.39 (1.41) 6.88 (1.82)

Table 3   Study 1: two-way mixed ANOVA results for outcome vari-
ables

Time*Group represents the interaction between time and group

Variable df F Sig. Partial η2

Strengths Use
  Time*Group 6, 288 1.17 .325 .024
  Time 2, 288 .24 .791 .002
  Group 3, 144 .66 .577 .014

Job Performance
  Time*Group 6, 288 1.31 .255 .026
  Time 2, 288 4.42 .013 .030
  Group 3, 144 2.03 .112 .041

Flourishing at Work
  Time*Group 5.57, 267.21 .29 .932 .006
  Time 1.86, 267.21 .46 .620 .003
  Group 3, 144 .50 .684 .010
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The post hoc analysis was performed in several steps. 
The difference between baseline and first posttest strengths 
use was calculated, the results converted to standardized z 
scores, and three groups were generated from this new vari-
able. Group 1 represented participants with z scores of less 
than −.5 (n = 40), indicating their strengths use declined 
from baseline to first posttest (M = −0.52, SD = 0.26). Group 
2 included participants with z scores ranging from −.5 to .5 
(n = 75), suggesting their change in strengths use was mini-
mal or average (M = 0.04, SD = 0.16). Group 3 was defined 
as participants with z scores above .5 (n = 33), indicating 
their strengths use increased from baseline to first posttest 
(M = 0.73, SD = 0.45).

Another series of two-way mixed ANOVAs were per-
formed, this time with the three strengths groups and exam-
ining only two time points (i.e., baseline and first posttest). 
As indicated in Table 4, the mean scores for job perfor-
mance and flourishing at work declined among those whose 
strengths use also declined during the 2-week intervention 
(Group 1). However, for those whose change in strengths 
use was minimal/average (Group 2) or increased (Group 3), 
there was an improvement from baseline to first posttest for 
both outcome variables.

There was a significant interaction between strengths 
group and time for job performance with a medium effect 
size, F(2, 145) = 4.49, p = .013, partial η2 = .058. Still, there 
was no significant simple main effect of strengths group 
for baseline performance, F(2, 145) = .84, p = .435, partial 
η2 = .011, nor for first posttest performance, F(2, 145) = .21, 
p = .810, partial η2 = .003. However, there were some sig-
nificant findings for the simple main effect of time. There 
was no significant effect of time on performance for Group 
1 (decline in strengths use), F(1, 39) = .63, p = .434, partial 
η2 = .016. Yet, there was a significant effect of time on per-
formance for Group 2 (average/minimal change in strengths 
use) with a large effect size, F(1, 74) = 14.10, p < .001, par-
tial η2 = .160. Moreover, there was a significant effect of 

time on job performance for Group 3 (increase in strengths 
use) with a large effect size, F(1, 32) = 5.44, p = .026, partial 
η2 = .145.

There was no significant interaction between group and 
time for flourishing at work, F(2, 145) = 2.55, p = .082, par-
tial η2 = .034. The main effect of time was not significant, 
F(1, 145) = .24, p = .626, partial η2 = .002. However, the 
main effect of group indicated there was a significant differ-
ence between strengths groups with a medium effect size, 
F(2, 145) = 4.45, p = .013, partial η2 = .058. Pairwise com-
parisons indicated that Group 2 mean scores for flourishing 
at work were significantly different than those for Group 
3 (p = .037), regardless of time. There was no significant 
result between Groups 1 and 2 (p = .067) or between Groups 
1 and 3 (p = 1.000). Despite the lack of significant findings 
across time for the groups, it is worth noting that the greatest 
increase in flourishing at work was among the group whose 
strengths increased after the 2-week intervention (Group 3).

Discussion

The aim of Study 1 was to evaluate the impact of various 
strengths interventions on strengths use, job performance, 
and flourishing at work—specifically, whether using top 
strengths, bottom strengths, or a mix of both resulted in dif-
fering outcomes. The results were mostly nonsignificant. 
The first hypothesis that outcome variables would increase 
after the 2-week intervention was only supported for job 
performance. The second hypothesis, that the strengths 
interventions groups would increase significantly more than 
the placebo-control group for each variable was not sup-
ported. The third hypothesis that groups asked to use their 
top strengths or top and bottom strengths would fare better 
on all variables than those asked only to use their bottom 
strengths was somewhat supported in the data, though the 
results were nonsignificant. These initial findings suggested 
the strengths interventions were not that effective in increas-
ing strengths use, performance, or flourishing at work, and 
no more effective than a placebo activity.

However, a post hoc analysis revealed that the extent to 
which strengths use changed over time had an influence 
on outcomes. Participants whose strengths use decreased 
had lower mean scores for job performance and flourish-
ing at work after the 2-week intervention. Meanwhile, 
those who demonstrated a minimal or average change in 
strengths use and those who increased their strengths use 
posted higher mean scores for both outcome variables after 
the intervention, and the improvement was significant for 
job performance. These post hoc findings suggest that lev-
els of strengths use could affect the impact of strengths 
interventions.

Table 4   Study 1: mean scores for outcome variables across strengths 
groups

Groups

Variables Group 1 
(n = 40) 
(Decline)
M (SE)

Group 2 (n = 75) 
(Minimal/Average)
M (SE)

Group 3 
(n = 33) 
(Increase)
M (SE)

Job Performance
  Baseline 4.78 (0.28) 4.69 (0.38) 4.68 (0.37)
  First Posttest 4.74 (0.36) 4.76 (0.42) 4.79 (0.30)

Flourishing at 
Work
  Baseline 6.92 (1.49) 7.49 (1.58) 6.29 (2.37)
  First Posttest 6.78 (1.52) 7.50 (1.68) 6.54 (2.24)
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Various limitations of Study 1 may have impacted the 
results. The 2-week intervention might not have been long 
enough. Although some strengths interventions have been 
effective over shorter periods (e.g., Seligman et al., 2005), 
others conducted in the workplace have been lengthier, 
spanning 4 weeks (Harzer & Ruch, 2016), 5 weeks (Peláez 
et al., 2020), and 8 weeks (Pang & Ruch, 2019). Addi-
tionally, there might not have been enough context about 
strengths use for participants in the current study, which 
provided only a 15-min introductory video and basic 
instructions and examples for each week of the interven-
tion. Although some strengths interventions used a simi-
lar approach and yielded significant results (e.g., Proyer 
et al., 2015; Seligman et al., 2005), others have included 
more support. For example, strengths interventions that 
included workshop sessions (Pang & Ruch, 2019; Peláez 
et al., 2020) and one-on-one coaching (Peláez et al., 2020). 
Consequently, intervention length and the support pro-
vided in the first study might have impacted the effective-
ness of the interventions.

Moreover, Dubreuil et al. (2016) noted that applying 
strengths in an organizational context requires an invest-
ment of time and effort from participants, which might not 
have been present in the current study. Participants were 
full-time employees who also engaged in HITs on MTurk 
(Amazon Mechanical Turk, 2018), presumably in their spare 
time. Therefore, these participants had not expressed a prior 
interest in CS and might not have been as focused on the 
intervention as participants who actively sought to develop 
their strengths. In summary, there were multiple limitations 
to the present study that could have affected the results. 
Consequently, a second study was conducted that aimed to 
address several of the first study’s shortcomings.

Study 2

Objectives and hypotheses

The second study examined if a strengths intervention would 
improve strengths use, job performance, OCB, and engage-
ment at work. The study was designed with the limitations 
of Study 1 in mind, and two key aspects were adjusted. First, 
a lengthier (4 weeks), more comprehensive, and integrative 
intervention was used. Second, participants were recruited 
based on their interest in strengths with a substantially lower 
incentive. Additionally, given the significant increases in job 
performance in Study 1, some different measures of job per-
formance (OCB, engagement) were incorporated into Study 
2. Finally, Study 2 employed a wait-list control design. The 
following hypotheses were proposed.

H1: There will be an increase in participants’ (a) strengths 
use, (b) job performance, (c) OCB, and (c) engagement at 
work after the intervention.
H2: Compared to the wait-list control group, the inter-
vention group will experience a significant increase in 
(a) strengths use, (b) job performance, (c) OCB, and (c) 
engagement at work after the intervention.

Method

Participants

Study 2 was conducted among N = 82 full-time working 
adults, ages 18–65. The initial recruitment attempt enlisted 
participants from the VIA website (https://​www.​viach​aract​
er.​org) in an effort to attract those with a predisposed interest 
in CS. Visitors to the site were randomly invited to partici-
pate and offered a $10 incentive after they completed the free 
VIA strengths survey (VIA Institute on Character, 2022). 
However, the intervention completion rate over 4 months 
was 1.3%. Consequently, MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk, 
2018) was used as the second recruitment source, but with a 
different approach than Study 1. To mitigate the potential for 
recruiting “professional” survey-takers, the study was open 
to all MTurk workers aged 18–65 employed in full-time 
work. Additionally, a $10 incentive was used, approximating 
to $1 per task during the intervention, and $5 to complete the 
final survey. These rates were intentionally below the stand-
ard $6 per hour (Litman & Robinson, 2021) to attract par-
ticipants who were sincerely interested in developing their 
strengths. This second recruitment approach yielded a 4.2% 
completion rate. Samples from the two sources were com-
pared, and no significant differences were found across gen-
der [χ2(2) = 3.94, p = .139] and occupation [χ2(5) = 3.65, 
p = .601]. However, there were significant differences for 
mean age [t(80) = 4.91, p < .001, two-tailed] and country of 
residence [χ2(10) = 33.53, p < .001]. The mean age for the 
VIA-sourced sample was 49.80 versus 37.85 for the MTurk-
sourced sample, and the MTurk-sourced sample had n = 25 
participants from India, while the VIA-sourced sample had 
none. Demographic information for the total sample of 
N = 82 participants is provided in Table 5.

Demographic variables of participants who completed 
the entire study versus those who dropped out after com-
pleting the baseline survey were compared. The VIA sam-
ple yielded a total of N = 288 participants who completed 
the baseline survey and n = 15 who completed the study, 
while n = 273 dropped out. There were no significant differ-
ences across these groups: gender [χ2(2) = .48, p = .785], 
age [t(286) = −1.44, p = .150, two-tailed], occupation 
[χ2(6) = 7.84, p = .250], and country [χ2(40) = 50.31, 
p = .127]. The MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk, 2018) 

https://www.viacharacter.org
https://www.viacharacter.org
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sample yielded a total of N = 891 participants who com-
pleted the baseline survey and n = 73 who completed the 
study. However, n = 6 participants were removed for having 
suspicious IP addresses, as recommended by Kennedy et al. 
(2020). Thus n = 67 who completed the study were com-
pared with n = 818 who dropped out. There were no signifi-
cant differences across these groups: gender [χ2(2) = 5.17, 
p = .076], age [t(84.09) = −.70, p = .486, two-tailed], occupa-
tion [χ2(6) = 4.29, p = .638], and country [χ2(24) = 35.87, 
p = .057].

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to an intervention 
group and a wait-list control group and participated in a 
4-week intervention. The intervention group engaged in the 
4-week program first, then the wait-list control group partici-
pated. At the beginning of each week, participants watched 
a short instructional video (ranging from approximately 
7–16 minutes), were assigned their activity for the week, 
and provided with resources to support their efforts (e.g., 
worksheets and sample activities). The intervention closely 
adhered to the 4-week Strengths Builder program developed 
by Niemiec and McGrath (2019) and was modestly adapted 
for the study’s online and workplace application with their 
permission.

Week 1: recognizing and appreciating strengths in others.
Week 2: exploring and using top-ranking strengths.

Week 3: applying strengths to everyday work challenges.
Week 4: making strengths a habit.

There were three points of data collection, during which 
all four outcome variables were measured. The first meas-
urement was the baseline survey, administered before par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to groups. The second 
measurement (midpoint) occurred after the intervention 
group completed the 4-week program. The third measure-
ment (final) occurred 4 weeks later, after the wait-list con-
trol group completed the intervention. Figure 2 displays the 
flowchart of participants for the study.

Measures

Strengths use

Similar to Study 1, strengths use was measured by the 
Strengths Use Scale (Govindji & Linley, 2007). In Study 2, 
the internal reliability scores were acceptable, with Cron-
bach alpha values ranging from .95 to .97.

Job performance

Like Study 1, job performance was measured by the In-
Role Behavior (IRB) Work Performance Scale (Williams & 
Anderson, 1991). In Study 2, the internal reliability scores 
were acceptable, from α = .87 to α = .89.

Organizational citizenship behavior

OCB was measured by the Organizational Citizenship 
Behavior Questionnaire (Lee & Allen, 2002), a 16-item 
scale that presents statements describing different work 
behaviors. Eight items focus on individual behaviors, and 
eight on organizational behaviors. Participants respond to 
each item using a 7-point Likert-type scale to indicate how 
often they engage in each behavior (never to always). Previ-
ous studies indicated the scale had good internal consistency 
of α = .79 (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia 
et al., 2017). In the present study, the two subscales were 
combined into one composite OCB score. The internal reli-
ability scores for the composite score were acceptable, with 
a Cronbach alpha score of .94 at each point of measurement.

Engagement at work

Engagement at work was evaluated using the 9-item Utre-
cht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9; Schaufeli et al., 
2006). The scale is comprised of three subscales, measur-
ing vigor, absorption, and dedication. A Likert-type scale 
from never to always indicates how often respondents feel 

Table 5   Demographic information for Study 2 participants

Professionals included positions such as analyst, accountant, teacher, 
etc. Clerical included positions such as secretary, administrator, etc. 
Blue collar included positions such as courier, production operator, 
etc. Other countries included Australia, Ecuador, France, Italy, Paki-
stan, Sweden, UAE, United Kingdom, and Trinidad & Tobago

Count Percentage

Gender
  Male 45 54.9%
  Female 36 43.9%
  Another identity 1 1.2%
  Mean Age (SD) 40.4 (9.66) NA

Occupation
  Professionals 48 58.5%
  Managers 17 20.7%
  Sales 8 9.8%
  Clerical 5 6.1%
  Blue Collar 4 4.9%

Country
  United States 45 54.9%
  India 25 30.5%
  Other countries 12 14.6%
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a certain way about their job. Prior studies demonstrated 
good internal consistency with Cronbach’s α = .94 (Lavy & 
Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia et al., 2017). In the 
present study, the three subscales were merged to create one 
aggregate engagement score that demonstrated acceptable 
internal reliability scores, ranging from α = .94 to α = .96.

Results

Primary analyses

Like Study 1, all data analysis was performed using IBM 
SPSS v26.0. The data were non-normal and were trans-
formed using Templeton’s (2011) two-step transformation 
process. After transformation, all variables were normally 
distributed with skewness scores from −0.86 to 0.29 and 
kurtosis scores from −1.26 to 0.73. A series of two-way 
mixed ANOVAs were used for analysis. The Bonferroni cor-
rection was used for pairwise comparisons, unless otherwise 
indicated. Significance was evaluated using the standard 
alpha level of p < .05.

As shown in Table 6, the mean scores for all outcome 
variables increased from baseline to midpoint (immediately 
following the intervention) and again to the final measure-
ment for the active group. In the wait-list control group, 
mean scores dropped from baseline to midpoint (non-active 
wait time) for all variables except performance. Then they 
increased across the board from midpoint to final after com-
pleting the intervention.

The analyses revealed some significant outcomes. As 
displayed in Table  7, Results for strengths use showed 
no significant interaction between time and group and no 

Fig. 2   Flowchart of study 2 
participants

Table 6   Study 2: mean scores for outcome variables across groups

The intervention group received the intervention between baseline 
and midpoint. The control group received the intervention between 
midpoint and final

Groups

Variables Intervention Group 
(n = 51)
M (SE)

Wait-List 
Group 
(n = 31)
M (SE)

Strengths Use
  Baseline 5.48 (1.07) 5.78 (0.97)
  Midpoint 5.70 (0.86) 5.59 (1.18)
  Final 5.76 (0.84) 6.11 (0.81)

Job Performance
  Baseline 4.44 (0.63) 4.51 (0.56)
  Midpoint 4.51 (0.56) 4.53 (0.60)
  Final 4.54 (0.52) 4.64 (0.55)

OCB
  Baseline 5.25 (1.03) 5.58 (0.92)
  Midpoint 5.43 (0.93) 5.49 (0.89)
  Final 5.48 (0.89) 5.90 (0.82)

Engagement
  Baseline 4.21 (1.35) 4.43 (1.35)
  Midpoint 4.25 (1.14) 4.41 (1.26)
  Final 4.30 (1.22) 4.75 (0.87)



16525Current Psychology (2024) 43:16514–16532	

significant difference for the main effects of group. However, 
the main effects of time were significant with a medium 
effect size. Pairwise comparisons indicated a significant 
increase between the baseline and final measures (p = .003) 
and between the midpoint and final measures (p = .005). 
Results for job performance followed the same pattern. The 
main effect of time was significant with a medium effect 
size. Pairwise comparisons showed a significant increase 
between the baseline and final measurements (p = .015).

Results for OCB were significant. There was a signifi-
cant interaction between time and group. The simple main 
effect of time was significant for both groups. First, for 
the intervention group with a medium effect size. Second, 
for the control group with a large effect size. The simple 
main effects of group were nonsignificant for the base-
line and midpoint measures, but significant for the final 
measure with a medium effect size.

Results for engagement were akin to those for strengths 
use and performance, with only the main effect of time as 
significant with a small effect size. Still, pairwise compari-
sons showed no significant result between specific time 
points, perhaps because of the overly conservative nature of 
the Bonferroni correction (VanderWeele & Mathur, 2019). 
However, with the Least Significant Difference (LSD) 
adjustment, there were significant increases between the 

baseline and final measurements (p = .028) and between the 
midpoint and final measures (p = .020).

Post hoc analysis

Though Study 2 yielded more significant results than Study 
1, the same post hoc analysis was performed to evaluate if 
the change in strengths use once again influenced outcomes. 
Using the same method as Study 1, participants were re-
grouped by the change in their strengths use scores from 
baseline to final. Group 1 was participants whose strengths 
use scores declined (n = 28, M = −.42, SD = .30). Group 2 
was participants whose strengths use scores showed mini-
mal or average change (n = 32, M = .28, SD = .24). Group 
3 represented those whose strengths use scores increased 
(n = 22, M = 1.23, SD = .70). As shown in Table 8, the mean 
scores for those whose change in strengths use was minimal/
average (Group 2) or increased (Group 3), improved for job 
performance, OCB, and engagement from baseline to final. 
However, the scores for all variables stayed the same or 
dropped from baseline to final among those whose strengths 
use declined over time.

There was a significant interaction for time (baseline 
and final) and group (three strengths groups) for job perfor-
mance with a medium effect size, F(2, 79) = 3.78, p = .027, 
partial η2 = .087. Moreover, the simple effects of time were 
significant for Group 3 with a large effect size, but not for 
Groups 1 and 2, suggesting that if strengths use increased, 
so too did performance. Group 1: F(1, 27) = .003, p = .958, 
partial η2 = .000. Group 2: F (1, 31) = 2.40, p = .132, par-
tial η2 = .072. Group 3: F (1, 21) = 10.754, p = .004, partial 
η2 = .339. Finally, there were no significant results for the 
simple main effect of group at either time point. Baseline: 

Table 7   Study 2: two-way mixed ANOVA results for outcome vari-
ables

Time*Group represents the interaction between time and group
a. Simple main effects are displayed for time and group because there 
was a significant time and group interaction

df F Sig. Partial η2

Strengths Use
  Time*Group 2, 160 2.64 .075 .032
  Time 2, 160 7.54 .001 .086
  Group 1, 80 1.34 .251 .016

Job Performance
  Time*Group 2, 160 0.64 .530 .008
  Time 2, 160 5.13 .007 .060
  Group 1, 80 0.25 .621 .003

OCBa

  Time*Group 1.86, 148.91 3.48 .037 .042
  Time (Intervention) 2, 100 4.09 .020 .076
  Time (Wait-List) 1.56, 46.88 4.93 .017 .141
  Group (Baseline) 1, 80 1.74 .191 .021
  Group (Midpoint) 1, 80 0.05 .823 .001
  Group (Final) 1, 80 4.79 .032 .057

Engagement
  Time*Group 2, 160 1.19 .308 .015
  Time 2, 160 3.69 .027 .044
  Group 1, 80 1.26 .266 .015

Table 8   Study 2: mean scores for outcome variables across strengths 
groups

Groups

Variables Group 1 
(n = 28) 
(Decline)
M (SE)

Group 2 (n = 32) 
(Minimal/Aver-
age)
M (SE)

Group 3 
(n = 22) 
(Increase)
M (SE)

Job Performance
  Baseline 4.54 (0.62) 4.48 (0.62) 4.36 (0.57)
  Final 4.54 (0.58) 4.57 (0.59) 4.64 (0.37)

OCB
  Baseline 5.59 (0.94) 5.45 (1.09) 5.00 (0.83)
  Final 5.56 (0.83) 5.67 (0.96) 5.68 (0.86)

Engagement
  Baseline 4.64 (1.08) 4.24 (1.46) 3.91 (1.43)
  Final 4.50 (0.99) 4.42 (1.27) 4.51 (1.07)
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F(2, 79) = .893, p = .413, partial η2 = .022. Final: F(2, 
79) = .088, p = .916, partial η2 = .002.

Interaction results for OCB were also significant: F(2, 
79) = 5.96, p = .004, partial η2 = .131. Additionally, like 
performance, the simple main effects of time were signifi-
cant for Group 3 with a very large effect size, but not for 
Groups 1 and 2, suggesting that if strengths use increased, 
OCB also increased. Group 1: F(1, 27) = .009, p = .926, 
partial η2 = .000. Group 2: F (1, 31) = 2.93, p = .097, par-
tial η2 = .086. Group 3: F (1, 21) = 13.77, p = .001, partial 
η2 = .396. There were no significant results for the simple 
main effect of group at either time point. Baseline: F(2, 
79) = 1.94, p = .150, partial η2 = .047. Final: F(2, 79) = .161, 
p = .852, partial η2 = .004.

Engagement at work displayed the same pattern of 
results. There was a significant interaction between time 
and group, F(2, 79) = 6.62, p = .002, partial η2 = .144. The 
simple effects of time were significant for Group 3, with a 
very large effect size, but not for Groups 1 and 2, indicating 
that if strengths use increased, engagement also increased. 
Group 1: F(1, 27) = 1.09, p = .307, partial η2 = .039. Group 
2: F (1, 31) = 3.34, p = .077, partial η2 = .097. Group 3: F 
(1, 21) = 12.08, p = .002, partial η2 = .365. There were no 
significant results for the simple main effect of group at 
either time point. Baseline: F(2, 79) = 1.77, p = .177, partial 
η2 = .043. Final: F(2, 79) = .032, p = .968, partial η2 = .001.

Discussion

The aim of Study 2 was to evaluate the impact of a more 
comprehensive CS intervention on strengths use, job per-
formance, OCB, and engagement at work. The results of 
Study 2 were more encouraging than for Study 1. The first 
hypothesis was supported in that participants’ strengths use, 
job performance, OCB, and engagement increased after the 
4-week intervention. Thus, the use of a longer and more 
comprehensive intervention appears to have had an impact 
on outcomes. However, the second hypothesis was not sup-
ported—that compared to the wait-list control group, the 
strengths intervention groups would experience a significant 
improvement across all variables. Indeed, there were non-
significant findings across groups for all variables except for 
OCB at the final measurement.

The post hoc analyses reinforced the findings to Study 
1. Namely, there was a significant increase in the outcome 
variables among participants whose strengths use increased 
after the intervention. Moreover, similar to Study 1, this 
phenomenon was observed in the job performance outcome 
with a large effect size, and it extended in Study 2 to the 
other measures of work performance (i.e., OCB and engage-
ment), with very large effect sizes. These post hoc results 
provide further evidence supporting the idea that strengths 

interventions might only yield beneficial results if partici-
pants can substantially increase their strengths use at work.

Like Study 1, Study 2 had several limitations. Online 
administration might have diminished outcomes compared 
to other interventions that included in-person support (Pang 
& Ruch, 2019; Peláez et al., 2020). Additionally, despite 
efforts to recruit participants from the VIA website, the sec-
ond study also included MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk, 
2018) workers who are accustomed to being paid for their 
work (as opposed to participating due to interest only). Still, 
the second study sought to mitigate the effect of “profes-
sional” participants by limiting the incentive to $10 instead 
of $26 in the first study. Finally, all performance measures 
(i.e., job performance, OCB, and engagement) were self-
reported, and the study might have been strengthened by 
incorporating supervisor ratings of performance. In sum-
mary, Study 2 yielded more encouraging results by address-
ing some of the shortcomings of Study 1. Nonetheless, there 
were limitations.

Overall discussion

The two studies aimed to contribute knowledge relevant to 
strengths theory and the use of CS interventions in the work-
place. Regarding strengths theory, both studies provided evi-
dence that identifying, developing, and applying strengths 
led to an increase in favorable work-related outcomes: job 
performance, OCB, and engagement at work. This finding is 
consistent with the literature on strengths-based approaches 
(e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; 
Linley & Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; 
Wood et al., 2011) and prior CS work intervention studies 
(e.g., Harzer & Ruch, 2016; Pang & Ruch, 2019; Peláez 
et al., 2020). Indeed, the fact that more significant results 
were found among those who increased their strengths use 
over time suggests that an organizational culture that adopts 
a strengths-based approach could reap several benefits from 
a higher-performing workforce.

Concerning the use of CS interventions in the work-
place, the studies offered evidence that such programs 
have the potential to improve employee performance. This 
finding is consistent with various studies that have identi-
fied an association between CS and aspects of job perfor-
mance or tested CS interventions in a work setting (e.g., 
Dubreuil et al., 2016; Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 2016; Lavy 
& Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 
2010; Peláez et al., 2020). Still, in the present studies, there 
were fewer participants whose strengths use increased after 
the interventions (n = 33, n = 22, respectively) than those 
whose strengths declined (n = 40, n = 28) or experienced a 
minimal/average change (n = 75, n = 32). This observation 
suggests that CS interventions might be most beneficial for 
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individuals who have frequent opportunities to use their 
strengths at work or the greatest potential for increasing 
their level of strengths use. Conversely, the interventions 
may be less helpful for those who are already using their 
strengths at work or who do not have an opportunity to 
do so regularly. Thus, the studies demonstrated that CS 
interventions could have a positive impact on desirable 
work-related outcomes, but results may be tempered by the 
degree to which participants increase their strengths use.

Still, another reason that most participants either expe-
rienced a decrease in strengths use or only a minimal 
positive change in strengths use might be related to their 
interest and investment in the intervention. Both studies 
experienced the challenge of recruiting and retaining par-
ticipants committed to developing their strengths. Though 
different approaches were used to attract participants, each 
study enrolled employees who were asked to engage in the 
intervention individually, with no organizational support. 
Moreover, despite efforts to enroll participants who had 
expressed an interest in strengths development by indepen-
dently taking the CS inventory on the VIA website (VIA 
Institute on Character, 2022), relatively few recruited 
in this manner completed the program. Consequently, it 
is possible that several participants in each study were 
not predisposed to strengths development and subse-
quently not that engaged with the interventions. Indeed, 
an individual’s motivation to participate and the degree 
to which they feel supported in their efforts can impact 
the effectiveness of interventions (Lyubomirsky & Lay-
ous, 2013). Therefore, CS interventions might yield better 
results if participants are vested in the development of 
their strengths and are encouraged to do so within their 
organization.

Study 1 also provided further investigation into the long-
discussed issue of whether it is more productive to cultivate 
strengths rather than ameliorate deficits. Though the results 
were nonsignificant between groups who used top strengths, 
bottom strengths (i.e., deficits), or both, the mean scores 
from before and after the 2-week intervention offered some 
directional guidance—strengths use, job performance, and 
flourishing at work all modestly improved except among 
the group asked to focus only on bottom strengths. Thus, 
strengths proponents might view these findings as marginal 
evidence supporting their belief that it is more beneficial 
to focus on top strengths (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; 
Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Rath & Conchie, 2009; Selig-
man, 1999). Still, the results also suggest that adopting a 
combined approach of working with strengths and weak-
nesses may be helpful, as found in other studies (Mahomed 
& Rothmann, 2019; Meyers et al., 2015; Mphahlele et al., 
2018). In any event, Study 1’s findings were inconclusive 
on this particular point, and future research should consider 
examining the strengths versus deficits issue further.

Finally, a comparison of the studies suggests that a longer 
intervention with more information, resources, and ongoing 
support may lead to better results. Though some different 
variables were used across the two studies, strengths use and 
job performance were consistent for both. In Study 1, with 
a briefer intervention, there were no significant findings for 
strengths use, while job performance increased significantly 
over time with a small effect size. In Study 2, there were 
significant findings for both variables over time, each with a 
medium effect size, suggesting that the intervention design 
may have impacted outcomes. Study 2 employed a 4-week 
intervention that adopted Niemiec’s (2018) aware-explore-
apply model and a more comprehensive approach than in 
Study 1, which lasted for just 2 weeks. In both interventions, 
participants were made aware of their CS by taking the VIA 
survey (VIA Institute on Character, 2022) and watching an 
introductory video. However, Study 2 also incorporated a 
first week of helping participants acclimate to observing 
strengths in themselves and others. This in-depth phase of 
awareness was absent from Study 1. Moreover, the explore 
and apply elements of Niemiec’s (2018) model were more 
deeply facilitated in Study 2 during 3 weeks of participants 
contemplating their top strengths and using them in new 
and different ways, to overcome challenges, and embedding 
strengths use as a habit. By contrast, Study 1 simply asked 
participants to use top strengths, bottom strengths, or both 
in new and different ways at work. No component in Study 1 
helped participants use their strengths to deal with adversity 
or create habitual usage. Consequently, these studies suggest 
that the quality and length of a CS intervention may influ-
ence outcomes.

Of course, strengths interventions are just one method of 
enhancing individual performance in organizations. Other 
positive psychology-based interventions (PPIs), focused on 
elements such as job crafting, gratitude, psychological capi-
tal, and well-being have also demonstrated positive findings 
for enhancing favorable outcomes (e.g., engagement, OCB, 
job satisfaction, etc.) and reducing unfavorable outcomes 
(e.g., absenteeism, turnover intentions, etc.). (Donaldson 
et al., 2019). Additionally, other research has indicated that 
achieving an increase in employee performance may require 
a combination of factors, including perceived organizational 
justice, support, and identity that can boost job satisfac-
tion, engagement, and commitment, which in turn impacts 
performance (Abdullah & Al-Abrrow, 2022). Still, when 
compared with other workplace PPIs, strengths interven-
tions had stronger effect sizes for desirable outcomes (Don-
aldson et al., 2019). Moreover, in examining the content of 
some interventions, awareness and development of strengths 
appear to be a core component. For example, psychological 
capital interventions focus on developing self-efficacy, opti-
mism, hope, and resilience. Self-efficacy is the belief that 
one can successfully accomplish specific tasks (Bandura, 
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1989), which, arguably, requires an individual to be aware 
of and apply their strengths. Similarly, job crafting is the 
process of adapting aspects of a job to achieve an optimal 
fit between the job demands and an individual’s needs and 
strengths (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Thus, as dem-
onstrated in the present studies, standalone strengths inter-
ventions may offer significant workplace benefits. However, 
they may also lay the groundwork for further personal and 
professional employee development.

Practical implications

These studies offered important implications for prac-
tice. The results are informative for several stakeholders, 
including industrial/organizational psychologists, positive 
psychologists, employers, and managers concerned with 
enhancing workplace outcomes. Primarily, that implement-
ing strengths interventions can offer desirable benefits, such 
as increases in job performance, OCB, and engagement in 
the workplace. Secondarily, that a longer and more compre-
hensive intervention seems to yield better results as partici-
pants have more context, support, and time to explore and 
apply their strengths. For instance, Miglianico et al. (2019) 
recommended using a five-step integrative model with suffi-
cient training, feedback, and support to yield optimal results. 
Additionally, Harzer and Ruch (2016) speculated that work-
ers might need more than just a few weeks to integrate 
strengths use and experience benefits. Thus, stakeholders 
should consider these factors when designing a strengths-
based intervention for the workplace.

Importantly, however, practitioners should bear in mind 
that participants’ change in strengths use could play a role 
in outcomes. Specifically, that at least a minimal increase 
in strengths use may be required to produce favorable out-
comes. Thus, employees’ strengths use should be evaluated 
before and after implementing a strengths-based interven-
tion. Additionally, this finding could be used to identify 
employees who might benefit the most from a strengths 
intervention. Namely, those who score lower on strengths 
use before an intervention and, therefore, have greater poten-
tial to increase their strengths use and possibly their levels of 
job performance, OCB, engagement or flourishing at work.

Limitations and future research

Various elements of each study design presented limita-
tions. These included self-reported measures, convenience 
samples, sample size, and intervention length, content, and 
delivery. The dependent variables were measured by self-
report questionnaires rather than observation. Although this 
was the most feasible way to complete each study, it may 
have presented issues, particularly with the In-Role Behavior 

Work Performance Scale (Williams & Anderson, 1991). 
Most participants rated their performance highly across 
all time points in both studies. This scale has been used 
in a self-report form in prior studies with a mean score of 
4.36 (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Littman-Ovadia et al., 
2017). However, in the present studies, the mean score for 
performance was higher (4.56 to 4.81 in Study 1 and 4.44 to 
4.64 in Study 2). Thus, performance might be better meas-
ured by supervisor observation than by self-report.

The sample for Study 1 and most of the sample for Study 
2 was recruited from MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk, 
2018). Respondents received an incentive for participation, 
which raises the question of whether they were genuinely 
engaged in either intervention or more focused on making 
money. A more modest incentive was used for Study 2. Still, 
MTurk workers may be more motivated by money than topic 
interest. Additionally, the sample in both studies was not 
representative of all U.S. (Study 1) or global (Study 2) full-
time employees. Therefore, the results cannot be general-
ized. Additionally, the relatively small sample sizes for each 
study may have reduced statistical power for the analyses.

As discussed above, a shorter and less comprehensive 
intervention (Study 1) had several limitations. Indeed, in a 
meta-analysis of various positive psychology interventions 
(PPIs), Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) found that longer-
duration interventions yielded larger effect sizes. Thus, 
the relatively short intervention used in Study 1 might not 
have offered enough time for participants to integrate their 
strengths use fully.

Finally, the effectiveness of both interventions could have 
been impacted by being conducted online instead of in-per-
son. In a meta-analysis of 18 strengths interventions, Ghielen 
et al. (2018) detected no significant difference between the 
effect sizes of studies conducted online versus in-person. 
However, in-person PPIs often have superior outcomes than 
those that are self-administered (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). 
Consequently, it is unknown if online delivery diminished 
the effectiveness of the current intervention studies, but it 
might have been a limiting factor.

Future research should address these limitations and 
explore new areas of investigation. To address limitations, 
future studies should consider recruiting participants from 
organizations interested in bolstering their strengths-based 
culture. Interventions should be at least 4 weeks in length 
and use an integrative model to provide time, context, and 
support for participants. Additionally, a future study could 
be conducted in-person or employ a hybrid approach of in-
person and online sessions so participants can receive more 
feedback and support.

To explore new areas of comprehension, qualita-
tive research should be conducted. Asking participants 
to share their experiences in learning about and applying 
their strengths would facilitate a better understanding of 
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the process through which strengths interventions work. It 
would also provide researchers and practitioners with valu-
able insights to modify existing interventions and develop 
new ones. Finally, the post hoc analyses in both studies illu-
minate the need for further investigation into the phenom-
enon that change in strengths use plays a role in outcomes. 
Future research could examine if change in strengths use is 
a moderating or mediating factor in the outcome of strengths 
interventions. Such an investigation would provide more 
insight for the community concerned with studying strengths 
in the workplace. In turn, it may also inform the practical 
application of strengths-based approaches in organizations.

Conclusion

The present studies indicate that an increase in strengths use 
from CS interventions leads to an increase in favorable work 
outcomes. Two interventions designed to help employees 
become more aware of and use their CS in the workplace 
demonstrated that when strengths use increased, job perfor-
mance was significantly enhanced with a large effect size. 
Furthermore, in Study 2, which deployed a longer and more 
thorough intervention, OCB and engagement also improved 
significantly with very large effect sizes among those whose 
strengths use increased. The findings suggest that imple-
menting CS interventions may be a worthwhile endeavor in 
organizations. To optimize results, researchers and practi-
tioners should be mindful of factors that might impact effec-
tiveness. For example, the present studies suggest it is more 
beneficial to use a protracted intervention (i.e., a minimum 
of 4 weeks) based on an integrative model that provides 
comprehensive information, context, and support. Moreover, 
CS interventions might yield varying results depending on 
the method of administration, participants’ commitment to 
developing their strengths, change in strengths use levels, 
and the opportunity to apply strengths at work.
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