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This book was motivated by feedback from a variety 
of colleagues and respected leaders who wanted to 

see more information on putting the strategies of posi-
tive leadership into practice. In an earlier book, Positive 
Leadership, I identifi ed four key strategies that have been 
shown to produce extraordinarily positive per for mance 
in organizations. These strategies include the creation of 
a positive climate, positive relationships, positive com-
munication, and positive meaning. Substantial empirical 
evidence from a wide variety of organizations confi rms 
that these strategies are crucial for achieving what I call 
“positively deviant” levels of performance— that is, per-
for mance that allows individuals and organizations to 
achieve their highest potential, fl ourish at work, experi-
ence elevating energy, and achieve levels of effectiveness 
difficult to attain otherwise.

This book offers fi ve sets of very concrete positive 
leadership practices to help leaders implement the four 
positive strategies in all types of organizations, includ-
ing businesses, educational institutions, health care or-
ganizations, community associations, sports teams, and 

PREFACE
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families. Or gan i za tion al change agents— whether inter-
nal or external con sul tants, unit leaders, or parents— 
will fi nd this book to be of par tic u lar relevance.

Specifi cally, the book addresses the criticisms of some 
detractors that positive leadership is too soft, touchy- feely, 
smiley- face, saccharine, New Age, or naive. Some claim 
that positive leadership ignores the hard- nosed, competi-
tive, and challenging aspects of leadership. While the 
positive practices outlined in this book are aimed at pro-
ducing positive results, they are not synonymous with 
mere sweetness or indulgence. They are intended to help 
leaders address common challenges and difficult obsta-
cles that characterize all or gan i za tion al settings. Positive 
leadership practices are anything but superfi cial and 
permissive. They require effort and tenacity if positively 
deviant results are to be produced.

The practices described in the book have been se-
lected because they are less well known than common 
or gan i za tion al intervention techniques such as team 
building, trust building, consensus building, and infl u-
ence building. The practices  here are meant to supple-
ment those useful common techniques. They have been 
tested in the fi eld as well as having their credibility con-
fi rmed in scientifi c research. Though not all of the prac-
tices will be applicable in all or gan i za tion al settings, you 
are likely to fi nd several that will assist you in achieving 
extraordinarily positive per for mance.

I owe a debt of gratitude to many of my colleagues 
who have provided insight into the practices associated 
with positive leadership and who have served as role 
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models for putting them into action. I am especially 
grateful to my faculty colleagues in the Center for Posi-
tive Or gan i za tion al Scholarship at the University of 
Michigan: Wayne Baker, Jane Dutton, Shirli Kopelman, 
David Mayer, Carlos Mora, Robert Quinn, Gretchen 
Spreitzer, and Lynn Wooten. The staff at Berrett- Koehler 
deserves accolades for being the best publisher on the 
planet; special thanks go to Steven Piersanti and Jeevan 
Sivasubramaniam. External reviewers Tom Kruse, Jackie 
Stavros, and Leigh Wilkinson offered very helpful sug-
gestions for improvements in the manuscript. Colleagues 
in the Ross School of Business Executive Education Cen-
ter have provided many opportunities to interact with 
organizations as well as valuable feedback; special thanks 
are due to Melanie Barnett, Cheri Alexander, and the 
outstanding staff. Especially, my assistant, Meredith 
Smith, has made this work possible through extraordi-
nary support, or ga ni za tion, and encouragement. Thank 
you very much to all.
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1

1
WHY PRACTICE 
POSITIVE LEADERSHIP?

The University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business re-
cently announced a new strategic plan to guide busi-

ness education through the next de cade and beyond. 
A key strategic pillar is an emphasis on the positive— 
positive business, positive leadership, and making a pos-
itive difference in the world.

Humana, one of the largest health insurance provid-
ers in the United States, recently changed its identity 
from being an insurance company to being a well- being 
company. The primary objective is to create benefi ts for 
employees and customers by implementing practices 
based on positive leadership and positive or gan i za tion al 
scholarship.

Toshi Harada, Director of International Business 
 Development at Hayes Lemmertz— the world’s largest 
producer of automobile wheels— equates positive leader-
ship with Japa nese manufacturing principles. “A signa-
ture feature of Japa nese manufacturing philosophy is the 
elimination of waste. Negative leaders represent waste 
and inefficiency,” he suggests, “whereas positive leader-
ship produces sustainable improvement.”1
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Jim Mallozzi, former CEO of one of the Prudential 
Financial Ser vices businesses, turned around the fi nan-
cial per for mance in his or ga ni za tion by providing his 
top team “the latitude to experiment on being positively 
deviant leaders.” Financial results changed in one year 
from a $140 million loss to a $20 million profi t through 
applying practices of positive leadership.2

George Mason University has recently engaged in an 
institution- wide effort to become the world’s fi rst well- 
being university by, among other things, integrating pos-
itive leadership practices throughout the entire system. 
Both top- down and bottom- up interventions are being 
initiated.

Producing extraordinarily high per for mance, gener-
ating positively deviant results, and creating remarkable 
vitality in the workplace are the primary objectives 
of  positive leadership. Positive leadership involves the 
 implementation of multiple positive practices that help 
individuals and organizations achieve their highest 
potential, fl ourish at work, experience elevating energy, 
and reach levels of effectiveness difficult to attain 
 otherwise. The practices included in this book can help 
produce such extraordinarily positive results.

Empirical research by recent scholars, as well as an-
ecdotal evidence such as the examples described above, 
confi rms that positive leadership practices produce re-
sults that exceed normal or expected per for mance. And 
while the evidence that positive leadership brings im-
provement in or gan i za tion al productivity, profi tability, 
quality, innovation, and customer loyalty might not be 
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unexpected, many may be surprised to learn that there 
is published evidence that this revolutionary approach 
to leading and managing produces benefi ts in terms of 
individual physiological health, emotional well- being, 
brain functioning, interpersonal relationships, and learn-
ing as well.3

Lingering questions have been raised regarding posi-
tive leadership, such as: Exactly how are these results 
achieved? What tools or techniques can managers imple-
ment to obtain positive results in their organizations? 
What specifi cally can leaders do to practice positive 
leadership? This book will show you. It builds on and 
supplements my previous book Positive Leadership. 
That earlier work provided evidence showing how four 
positive leadership strategies— that create a positive 
climate, positive relationships, positive communica-
tion, and positive meaning— can produce exceptional 
results.

Here I present specifi c practices and activities that 
can serve as guides for implementing those four positive 
leadership strategies. As Figure 1 shows, each of the prac-
tices (in the box corners) interacts with more than one of 
the leadership strategies (in darker- colored ovals). The 
fi gure illustrates the relationships among the positive 
leadership practices presented in this book and the 
four strategies in the Positive Leadership book.

Throughout the book I will summarize empirical re-
search that has established the validity of the practices 
and discuss how real organizations have successfully 
applied them to produce positive results.4 Activities are 
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provided in each chapter so that you can immediately 
implement the practices in your own organizations.

POSITIVE LEADERSHIP IS HELIOTROPIC

Practicing positive leadership is important because pos-
itivity is heliotropic. That is, all living systems have a 
tendency to move toward positive energy and away from 

FIGURE 1

Relationships Between Positive Leadership Practices and Positive 
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negative energy, or toward what is life- giving and away 
from what is life- depleting.5 One form in which we ex-
perience positive energy in nature is sunlight. In hu-
man interactions, it often takes the form of interpersonal 
kindness and gratitude. Positive leadership practices en-
gender positive energy and unlock resources in people 
because, like all biological systems, human beings pos-
sess inherent inclinations toward the positive.

You can see examples of the heliotropic effect in 
both individuals and organizations.6 For instance, people 
are more accurate in pro cessing positive information— 
whether the task involves verbal discrimination, or gan-
i za tion al behavior, or judging emotion— than negative 
information. People reported thinking about posi-
tive statements 20 percent longer than negative state-
ments and almost 50 percent longer than neutral 
statements, and positive information can be recalled 
more easily and more accurately than negative informa-
tion. People more effectively learn and remember posi-
tive terms and events than neutral or negative ones: when 
presented with lists of positive, neutral, and negative 
words, for example, people are more accurate in recalling 
the positive, and the longer the delay between learning 
and recalling, the more positive bias is displayed. Manag-
ers are much more accurate in rating subordinates’ compe-
tencies and profi ciencies when the subordinates perform 
correctly than when they perform incorrectly.

We tend to seek out positive stimuli and avoid nega-
tive stimuli, as evidenced by people’s judgments that 
from two- thirds to three- quarters of the events in their 
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lives are positive. Further, most people say they are pos-
itive, optimistic, and happy most of the time. Positive 
words have higher frequencies in all the languages that 
have been studied to date, and positive words typically 
entered En glish usage more than 150 years before their 
negative opposites (for example, “better” entered before 
“worse”). Central ner vous system functioning (i.e., vagus 
nerve health) is most effective, the density of the brain’s 
gray matter is enhanced, and coherence of bodily 
rhythms is at its peak when people experience positive 
and virtuous conditions compared to neutral or nega-
tive conditions.7

Several studies have highlighted how being exposed 
to positive infl uences increases life expectancy. Press-
man and Cohen, for example, examined the journals of 
famous psychologists of the past and counted the posi-
tive and negative words used in their writing. Psycholo-
gists whose writings used a greater number of positive 
words lived an average of six to seven years longer than 
their more negative colleagues.8 Pressman also studied 
famous singers and found that those who sang love songs 
with positive words lived an average of fourteen years 
longer than those who sang love songs with angry words. 
(Interestingly, the content of the song did not affect the 
life expectancy of the person who wrote the song, only 
that of the person who repeatedly sang the song.)9 
Snowden’s well- known study of 678 Catholic nuns also 
found that those using the greatest number of positive 
words in their journals and autobiographical essays when 
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they entered the convent lived an average of twelve years 
longer than their counterparts.10

A bias toward the positive, in other words, charac-
terizes human beings in their thoughts, judgments, 
emotions, language, interactions, and physiological 
functioning. It is natural for humans to incline toward 
the positive, and empirical evidence suggests that posi-
tivity is the preferred and natural state of human beings, 
just as it is among other biological systems. Positive 
leadership practices promote a heliotropic effect, helping 
people to move toward the positive.

YEAH, BUT NEGATIVE DOMINATES POSITIVE

On the other hand, a great deal of evidence also exists 
that human beings react more strongly to the negative 
than to the positive.11 Negative news sells more news-
papers than positive news, people pay more attention to 
critical comments than to compliments, and traumatic 
events have greater impact than positive ones. All living 
systems react strongly and quickly to threats to their 
existence or signals of maladaptation.

For example, the effects of negative information and 
negative events take longer to wear off than the effects 
of positive information or pleasant events. A single trau-
matic experience (e.g., abuse, violence) can overcome 
the effects of many positive events, but a single positive 
event does not usually overcome the effects of even a 
single traumatic event. A positive event is remembered 
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more accurately and longer, but a negative event has 
more effect on immediate memory and salience in the 
short run. Negative events have a greater effect on 
 people’s subsequent moods and adjustments than posi-
tive events, and negative or upsetting social interactions 
weigh more heavily on people than positive or helpful 
interactions, often producing depression or bad moods. 
People tend to spend more time thinking about threaten-
ing personal relationships than about supportive ones, 
and about personal goals that  were blocked compared to 
those that  were not blocked. When negative things hap-
pen (for example, people lose a wager, endure abuse, or 
become a victim of a crime), they spend more time try-
ing to explain the outcome or to make sense of it than 
when a positive outcome occurs.

In human interactions, undesirable human traits 
receive more weight in impression formation than de-
sirable traits. Bad reputations are easy to acquire but 
difficult to lose, whereas good reputations are difficult 
to acquire but easy to lose. In initial hiring decisions, 
3.8 unfavorable bits of information are required to shift 
an initial positive decision to rejection, whereas 8.8 fa-
vorable pieces of information are necessary to shift an 
initial negative decision to ac cep tance. To be categorized 
as good, for example, one has to be good all the time, but 
to be categorized as bad, one only has to engage in a few 
bad acts.

Events that are negatively valenced (e.g., losing money, 
being abandoned by friends, and receiving criticism) 
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will have a greater impact on the individual than posi-
tively valenced events of the same type (e.g., winning 
money, gaining friends, and receiving praise). This is 
not to say that bad will always triumph over good, spell-
ing doom and misery to the human race. Rather, good 
may prevail over bad by superior force of numbers: 
Many good events can overcome the psychological ef-
fects of a single bad one. When equal mea sures of good 
and bad are present, however, the psychological effects 
of bad ones outweigh those of the good ones.12

An important function of positive leadership, there-
fore, is to demonstrate tools, techniques, and practices 
that can overcome the effects of the negative. When pos-
itive practices are given greater emphasis than negative 
practices, individuals and organizations tend to fl ourish.

POSITIVE LEADERSHIP AND 
OR GAN I ZA TION AL PER FOR MANCE

Individual effects are not the same as or gan i za tion al 
effects, of course. In organizations, leaders must address 
multiple constituencies. Pro cesses, routines, and struc-
tures must be considered. Cultures, embedded values, 
and traditions must be respected. Employee preferences 
and relationships must be taken into account. An im-
portant question, therefore, is whether positive practices 
produce positive outcomes in organizations as they do in 
individuals.

In the last de cade, substantial empirical evidence has 
demonstrated that positive leadership practices produce 
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good outcomes in organizations, just as positivity does 
with individuals. Studies in several industries and sec-
tors have shown, for example, that organizations that 
implemented positive practices increased their profi t-
ability, productivity, quality, customer satisfaction, and 
employee retention.13

One early study, for example, assessed positive 
practices and outcomes in seven organizations in the 
transportation industry. The results (shown in Figure 2) 
suggest that the greater the positive practices in these 
fi rms, the higher the or gan i za tion al per for mance on 
six dimensions— profi tability, productivity, quality, in-
novation, customer satisfaction, and employee retention. 
This study was then expanded to include organizations 
across sixteen different industries and included both for- 
profi t and not- for- profi t organizations. The organizations 
studied encompassed both large fi rms such as General 
Electric, National City Bank, and OfficeMax as well as 
small and not- for- profi t fi rms such as the YMCA, hospi-
tals, and educational organizations. The results matched 
those in Figure 2: organizations that implemented posi-
tive practices  were signifi cantly more effective than or-
ganizations that did not.

Another investigation was conducted in the U.S. air-
line industry following the tragedy of September 11, 2001. 
After the World Trade Center towers came down and the 
Pentagon was attacked, all fl ights  were suspended for 
several days. When the airlines  were allowed to fl y pas-
sengers again, ridership topped out at 80 percent of pre-
vious ridership levels. The problem is, the economic 
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model of the U.S. airline industry was based on an 86 
percent seat- fi ll rate, so all of the airlines had substan-
tial excess capacity and costs. Figure 3 shows the amount 
of downsizing implemented by each company.

Each airline approached downsizing and cost cutting 
in a different way. Some approaches  were more consis-
tent with positive leadership practices than others For 
example, US Airways responded by downsizing more 
than 20 percent and by declaring fi nancial exigency, 
which meant that it could lay off employees with no 
benefi ts and no severance and that  union contracts  were 
rendered null and void. Southwest Airlines, on the other 

FIGURE 2

Firm Per for mance and Positive Leadership Practices

Source: Cameron, Bright, and Caza, 2004.
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hand, laid off no one: “You want to show your people that 
you value them, and that you aren’t going to hurt them 
just to get a little more money in the short run. Not fur-
loughing people breeds loyalty. It breeds a sense of secu-
rity. It breeds a sense of trust.”14

The problem is that failing to reduce the number of 
employees and lower the associated costs can put the 
airline company’s viability at risk. Stockholders and in-
vestors are impervious to how employees are treated. 
Wall Street has just one goal: provide a return on invest-
ment. This might suggest that Southwest Airlines would 

FIGURE 3

Relationship Between Downsizing by U.S. Airline Companies 
after 9- 11 and Financial Return September 2001– 2002

Source: Gittell, Cameron, Lim, and Rivas, 2006.
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be punished severely by Wall Street investors for its re-
fusal to cut jobs.

Nine airline companies  were distinguished in terms 
of the extent to which they followed practices of posi-
tive leadership in their approach to downsizing. Some 
did so in a way that preserved the dignity, fi nancial sup-
port, and safety nets of employees, while others did not. 
As illustrated in Figure 3, the correlation between stock 
price or fi nancial return to these companies in the fol-
lowing twelve months and the extent to which they 
consistently utilized positive leadership practices is .86. 
Firms that implemented positive leadership practices 
made signifi cantly more money and recovered more 
quickly than those that did not.15

Two additional studies— one investigating forty fi -
nancial ser vices organizations and one looking at thirty 
health care organizations— produced similar results. In 
those studies, per for mance improvements over a multi-
year period  were examined to determine the relationship 
between positive leadership and or gan i za tion al per for-
mance. Positive leadership practices  were mea sured over 
a two- year period, and then a year later per for mance was 
mea sured. In both industries, when positive leadership 
practices  were implemented, per for mance scores also 
improved signifi cantly. Figure 4 shows the health care 
organizations’ outcomes after positive leadership prac-
tices  were implemented: double- digit improvement oc-
curred on a variety of per for mance dimensions.16

These studies clearly show that positive leadership 
practices can produce signifi cant improvement in all 
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types of organizations. The practices introduced in this 
book have been implemented in organizations across 
several industries, including health care, the military, 
government, education, fi nancial ser vices, manufactur-
ing, and retail. Their usefulness is not limited to a par-
tic u lar sector or type of or ga ni za tion.

POSITIVE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES, TOOLS, 
AND TECHNIQUES

Chapter 2, “How to Create a Culture of Abundance,” 
details fi ve specifi c steps aimed at or gan i za tion al cul-

FIGURE 4

Percent Improvement in Health Care Over Two Years

Source: Cameron, Mora, Leutscher, and Calarco, 2011.
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ture change. The fi rst step focuses on creating readiness 
for culture change— for example, by identifying stan-
dards for comparison and by altering language and sym-
bols. All change is accompanied by re sis tance, so the 
second step discusses tools and techniques for overcom-
ing re sis tance. When readiness has been created and re sis-
tance reduced, people need to know what the new culture 
will be like, so the third step involves articulating a 
vision of abundance. A vision of abundance always con-
tains both left brain and right brain attributes. The fourth 
step features activities that will generate commitment to 
the vision and to the new culture. Commitment and par-
ticipation are highly related. The fi fth step, fostering sus-
tainability, ensures that the culture of abundance will 
become institutionalized and can be sustained over time.

It is almost impossible to be a positive leader without 
also being a source of positive energy. Therefore, Chap-
ter 3, “How to Develop Positive Energy Networks,” 
summarizes the evidence showing that positively ener-
gizing leaders create remarkable per for mance in other 
people and in their organizations. The chapter also pro-
vides several specifi c tools and techniques for develop-
ing positive energy that have been successfully applied 
in a variety of settings. These include practices associ-
ated with recreational work, contribution activities, and 
mapping energy networks.

Positive leadership does not mean constant smiling 
and sweet interactions. Sometimes positive leaders must 
deliver negative messages, address problems, or tackle 
 difficult issues. Chapter 4, “How to Deliver Negative 
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Feedback Positively,” guides leaders through a series of 
tools, techniques, and practices that help build and 
strengthen relationships even though corrective or dis-
approving feedback must be delivered. Practices for be-
ing critical without producing defensiveness, bruising 
egos, or invalidating opposing points of view are high-
lighted.

Goal setting is a very common technique for moti-
vating per for mance and for maintaining accountability. 
Chapter 5, “How to Establish and Achieve Everest 
Goals,” highlights the differences between normal goal 
setting and identifying Everest goals. Everest goals pos-
sess the same attributes as the better- known SMART 
goals— both types are specifi c, mea sur able, aligned, real-
istic, and time- bound—but Everest goals possess fi ve 
additional attributes that make them unique. They are 
associated with positive deviance— extraordinarily posi-
tive and even virtuous per for mance; they are associated 
with inherent value; they possess an affirmative orienta-
tion rather than a problem- solving orientation; they aim 
to provide a contribution regardless of personal benefi t; 
and they create and foster sustainable positive energy. 
This chapter provides ways to identify and work toward 
the achievement of both individual and or gan i za tion al 
Everest goals.

Positive leadership most often occurs in the context of 
an or ga ni za tion, and what works in interpersonal inter-
actions may not necessarily work the same way in or gan-
i za tion al contexts. Or gan i za tion al dynamics frequently 
introduce complexities, competing values, and the need 
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for trade- offs. In Chapter 6, “How to Apply Positive 
Leadership in Organizations,” the Competing Values 
Framework is briefl y introduced and is used to demon-
strate different types of tools and techniques for imple-
menting positive leadership in or gan i za tion al settings. 
The criticism that positive leadership emphasizes kind-
ness and gentleness at the expense of the hard- nosed, 
competitive, challenging aspects of leadership is coun-
tered in this chapter. Tools and practices are introduced 
that address both the soft and the hard side of leadership.

CONCLUSION

This book provides a variety of tools, techniques, and 
practices that supplement rather than duplicate the more 
commonly prescribed self- help prescriptions. The prac-
tices described  here all meet three criteria: they have 
been confi rmed by valid empirical research, they are 
grounded in theory, and they have been applied in  a 
range of or gan i za tion al settings. Each practice has helped 
positive leaders produce extraordinarily positive results 
in organizations— and can help you produce positive 
results in yours.
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Organizational culture is one of the most important pre-
dictors of high levels of per for mance over time.1 

Organizations that fl ourish have developed a culture of 
abundance, which builds the collective capabilities of 
all members. It is characterized by the presence of nu-
merous positive energizers throughout the system, in-
cluding embedded virtuous practices, adaptive learning, 
meaningfulness and profound purpose, engaged mem-
bers, and positive leadership. There is plenty of empirical 
evidence that organizations displaying a culture of abun-
dance have signifi cantly higher levels of per for mance 
than others.2 Since creating a culture of abundance al-
most always implies culture change, this chapter dis-
cusses fi ve basic steps that positive leaders can use to 
facilitate such a change: creating readiness for change, 
overcoming re sis tance to change, articulating a vision of 
abundance, generating commitment to that vision, and 
making the new culture sustainable over time.

2
HOW TO CREATE 
A CULTURE OF ABUNDANCE
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WHAT IS OR GAN I ZA TION AL CULTURE?

When we speak of an or ga ni za tion’s culture, we are 
referring to the taken- for- granted values, expectations, 
collective memories, and implicit meanings that defi ne 
that or ga ni za tion’s core identity and behavior. Culture 
refl ects the prevailing ideology that people carry inside 
their heads. It provides unwritten and usually unspoken 
guidelines for what is acceptable and what is not. Cul-
ture is largely invisible until it is challenged or contra-
dicted. We do not wake up each morning, for example, 
making a conscious choice to speak our dominant 
 language— in my case, En glish. We are not aware that 
we speak a certain language until we meet someone 
who does not, calling our attention to what we take for 
granted. And because culture is undetectable most of the 
time, it is difficult to manage or change.

At the most fundamental level, culture can be char-
acterized as the implicit assumptions that defi ne the 
human condition and its relationship to the environ-
ment. Figure 5 illustrates the different levels and man-
ifestations of culture, from the taken- for- granted and 
unobservable elements to the more overt and notice-
able elements.

At the very foundation of culture lies human virtues— 
what all human beings consider to be right and good, and 
what allows human beings to be their very best. These 
are implicit assumptions. Freedom, justice, compassion, 
kindness, faith, charity, courage, and love are among the 
attributes that all human beings assume to be right and 
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good. Implicit assumptions and values give rise to social 
contracts and norms. These are the conventions and pro-
cedures that govern how humans interact— including 
rules of etiquette, civility, and courtesy. Artifacts are 
manifestations of culture that are more observable and 
overt, such as the buildings in which we live, the clothes 
we wear, the entertainment we enjoy, and the logos, fl ags, 
graffiti, and decorations we use to identify ourselves. The 
most obvious manifestation of culture is the explicit be-
havior of members of the culture. In a group or or ga ni za-
tion, this is the way in which people interact, the language 
that is expected, or the ways in which relationships are 
formed.

FIGURE 5

Or gan i za tion al Culture
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