
Most of us spend a significant mount of time at work, working alongside others 
and in teams. This equates to roughly half of our available awake time during 
any given week. Given this high percentage of time spent on work, it would 
seem appropriate to want to get the best out of this time, yes?

The unfortunate reality is that for the majority of people, across the world, 
being at work is not something that they love, or that strengthens them – so 
we must ask the question of what are we doing wrong?

Psychologists already know that we operate at our best when we are  
fully engaged in a task, being stretched and doing something that we love. 
They call this a flow-state (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990, 1997).

Despite knowing the positive effects of working to attain a flow-state, the 
modern workplaces seldom acknowledge this 
intrinsic human trait, and rarely is this aspect 
of our being designed-in to how we work. 

A study by the Boston consulting group found 
that only 13% of 179 teams researched from 
Fortune 1000 organisations could be termed 
highly effective (Robertson & Tippett, 2002).

Research has shown that team 
communication, cohesion and coordination 
are all correlated with team effectiveness, with 
high performing teams demonstrating higher 
percentages of these ‘effective behaviours’ 
than other teams (Brannick, Roach & Salas, 
1993).

To a large extent, modern organisations are 
based on centuries old models, which took 
their design from the military, the church and 
correctional facilities (Daft, 2010). All are hierarchical, highly structured with 
pre-determined flows of communication and decision making. None of these 
designs acknowledge the human aspect of how we all like to work.

And why does it matter?

The strengths ‘movement’ as we currently know it started in the field of social 
work in the early 1900’s – and much later moved into psychology  
and mental health and is now referred to as “positive psychology”.  
The generally acknowledged grandfather of positive psychology is Professor 
Martin Seligman, together with his colleagues (Seligman & Csíkszentmihályi, 
2000).

If we visit the thinking that underpins the strengths approach - strengths is at 
its heart, a philosophical approach to viewing the world and the challenges 
we face. At its simplest levels, a strengths-based approach asks A rather than 
“what’s the problem”. It is a generative philosophy, not a reductionist or deficit 

based one.

As a contrast, let’s look at the 
prevailing model in Western 
culture for tackling challenges 
which is the “problem solving” 
model. In this model we analyse 
what is wrong, devise a plan, and 
seek to fix the thing that is causing 
the problem. 

This approach has achieved 
much, yet simultaneously misses 
much –  it fails to tackle the ‘what 
might be’ , the potential of the 
situation and when people are 
involved, typically treats them as 
the ‘problem’. 

The approach explained in this 
book is about applying well-grounded positive psychology approaches, 
strengths-based thinking and effective communication to help develop skills, 
and let people in the workplace be more of who they already are. 

WHY DO WE WORK? WHAT IS STRENGTH 
BASED PRACTICE?

“You never change things by 
fighting  the existing reality. To 
change something, build a new model 
that makes the existing model 
obsolete.”

Buckminster Fuller
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What energises me at work? Time spent  (%) on each in  
a typical working week

• Employee performance is on average 36% higher when managers focus on the strengths 
of their team (Corporate Leadership Council, 2005).

• Customer retention 44% higher in companies where staff play to their strengths  (Harter, 
2002).

• Teams with managers who take a strengths-based approach are 86% more effective 
than teams which don’ t (Gallup, 2002).

• Engagement improved by 33%, and sales were up by between 11-15% in one retail 
organisation (Gallup, 2002).

• A 10-20% difference in productivity and improved customer engagement (Gallup, 2002).

• Problem solving skills of the individual and team increase  
(Fredrickson & Losada, 2005).

• A 6-9% increase in manufacturing productivity. (Gallup, 2002).

• Better health and longevity. (Fredrickson, 1998).

• Improved academic performance (Peterson & Barrett, 1987;  
Seligman, 1998).

• Better coping with life stressors (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000).

The business case

How I spend my time

The 
same old 
thinking

The 
same old 
results


