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Abstract: This conceptual paper presents the Inside-Out-Outside-In (IO-OI) model, a dual process 

positive systems science approach to developing work happiness. The model suggests that work 

happiness of employees is influenced by individual level personal resources developed through 

positive employee development and positive attitudes (inside-out factors), and social resources 

developed at the organizational level through positive strategies and positive organizational 

culture (outside-in factors). The model further specifies three processes that connect outside-in 

and inside-out factors (attitude re-evaluation, selective exposure and confirmation bias), and a 

series of feedback loops that support upward spirals of positive development at the individual 

and organizational levels. We suggest ways in which the IO-OI model can be used and tested. The 

IO-OI model integrates the fields of attitudes, positive organizational scholarship, and positive 

organizational behavior, and provides a foundation for understanding how to best foster positive 

attitudes, create virtuous organizations and foster employee work happiness.  

 

Keywords: work happiness, attitudes, psychological capital, organizational virtuousness, 

selective exposure, confirmation bias 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Positive psychology (PP) scientifically studies flourishing in individuals, groups, and institutions 

(Gable & Haidt, 2005). Much of the early research in the field was concerned with applications 

of PP to individuals, mostly in clinical domains (Rusk & Waters, 2013). A recent peer-reviewed 

literature analysis of the field (Donaldson et al., 2014) found that this imbalance is being 

addressed, with more recent publications using school and work contexts in addition to clinical 

settings, with some focus on group level interventions. However, it is still the case that 

comparatively less PP research has adopted a systems approach (Kern, Sioukou, Oades & Spong, 

2016) or been conducted in the workplace (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2011). This is despite the call in 

Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) foundational article for PP to be used to promote 

“positive institutions” (p. 5). 

Positive psychology has been criticized for ignoring the influence of organizational processes 

and the larger context through its focus on the individual (Kern et al., 2016; Linley, Joseph, 

Harrington & Wood, 2006; Waters, 2011). This has led to calls in the literature for a more systems 

perspective to be taken in the application of positive psychology (Waters, 2011). The emerging 

field of positive systems science responds to this call and combines the strength-based lens of 

positive psychology with the holistic lens of systems science (Kern et al., 2016). 

Emerging research into the application of positive psychology at work has been pursued in 

two complementary fields: Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) and Positive 
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Organizational Behavior (POB). POS is defined as “the study of especially positive outcomes, 

processes, and attributes of organizations,” such as organizational virtues and peak performance 

(Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003, p. 4). POB focuses upon human resource strengths and 

psychological capacities, such as hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience (Luthans, Avolio, 

Avey, & Norman, 2007; Luthans & Church, 2002). Whereas POS typically examines 

organizational (macro) phenomena in a positive light, POB is concerned with the cultivation of 

positive psychological (micro) states. Recently, Youssef and Luthans (2011) called for a greater 

integration between these two fields so that leaders can gain a more thorough understanding of 

how to support individual and organizational growth in ways that are mutually beneficial. 

The current paper adopts a positive systems science perspective and integrates the fields of 

POS and POB by presenting the Inside-Out-Outside-In (IO-OI) model - a process model that 

extends Sloan’s (1987) dual intervention approach of organizational-level factors combined with 

individual-level factors to mutually support the development of employee wellbeing. More 

specifically, the new model presented in this paper suggests that: 1) particular positive attitudes 

provide employees with individual resources that support their work happiness, 2) virtuous 

organizational culture provides social and job resources that support work happiness, 3) 

individual level factors interact with organizational level factors, such that the positive attitudes 

of organization members enable them to recognize more of the virtues present in their workplace 

environment and make the most of the organization resources available, thus positively 

impacting their levels of work happiness, and 4) a number of feedback loops support these 

processes as self-sustaining positive energy systems. Positive attitudes of employees are changed 

both by organizational culture and individual focused approaches to building work happiness, 

and a mutually reinforcing association exists between them.  

This paper fills a number of gaps in the extant literature. In examining the influence of 

individual-level attitudes and organizational-level culture, this paper responds to calls for 

positive psychology interventions to integrate across levels of analysis and also to understand 

the influence that the social-environmental context has over individual attitudes, behaviors, and 

cognitions (Linley et al., 2006). In considering inside and outside aspects of the full system, the 

IO-OI model answers the call to adopt a systems approach to developing wellbeing in 

organizations (Waters, 2011). Further, by identifying attitude development and explaining the 

associated processes involved, this paper responds to Lyubomirsky and Layous’s (2013) call for 

researchers to understand more about the underlying mechanisms of PP interventions. We do 

this specifically within the context of positive psychology at work.  

 

2. Employee happiness 

In today’s information and knowledge-driven society, an organization’s people are critical to its 

innovation and performance, and, as such, provide a source of strategic competitive advantage 

(Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002; Lorange, 2005).  In this context, employee wellbeing is recognized as 

an important outcome for organizations to develop in order to access the full capacity of their 

human capital (Van De Voorde, Paauwe, & Van Veldhoven, 2012). Wellbeing at work has been 

defined in a number of ways, including the presence of positive experiences and absence of 

negative experiences (Cotton & Hart, 2003), workplace affect and job satisfaction (Page & Vella-

Brodrick, 2009), happiness within the workplace (Fisher, 2010), and more broadly as a 

“summative concept that characterises the quality of working life” (Schulte & Vainio, 2010).  

The current model focuses specifically on happiness, which Lyubomirsky (2007) defines as 

“the experience of joy, contentment, or positive well-being, combined with a sense that one’s life 

is good, meaningful, and worthwhile” (p. 32). Although the terms “wellbeing” and “happiness” 
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are used interchangeably by some researchers (e.g., Kristjanssen, 2014), others argue that they 

are distinct yet related phenomenon (Kashdan, Biswas-Diener & King, 2009).  

Recent developments in wellbeing theory recognize that wellbeing is a complex multi-

dimensional construct that includes both hedonic and eudemonic elements (Ryan & Deci, 2001; 

Ryff & Singer, 2008) and is influenced by individual and contextual factors. For example, Diener 

et al. (2010) define wellbeing as a psychosocial construct that includes having rewarding and 

positive relationships, feeling competent and confident, and believing that life is meaningful and 

purposeful. Keyes (2002) proposes that wellbeing comprises three elements: (1) emotional 

wellbeing through the presence of positive emotions about oneself and one’s life, (2) social 

wellbeing through feeling connected and valued by others, and (3) psychological wellbeing 

through functioning well. Seligman (2011) suggests that there are five components to wellbeing: 

positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and achievement. Whilst the 

measurement of wellbeing is criticized for being haphazard (Hone, Jarden, Scholfield & Duncan, 

2014), indicators of wellbeing can include both subjective and objective measures (for example, 

life expectancy), and may include assessments of behaviors and relationships as well as thoughts 

and feelings (e.g., the Flourishing Scale, Diener et al., 2010; PERMA-P profiler, Butler & Kern, 

2015; European Social Survey, Huppert & So, 2013). 

Definitions of happiness vary considerably (Kesebir & Diener, 2008). Typically referred to as 

“subjective wellbeing” (SWB), it is broadly defined as “the extent to which people feel and think 

that their life is going well” (Richard & Diener, 2009, p. 75). Schimmack (2008) defines SWB as 

preference-realization in that it is an indicator of the degree of realization of all an individual’s 

preferences. Page & Vella-Brodrick (2009) suggest that SWB is a positive state of mind associated 

with an individual’s whole life experience, and Kashdan, Biswas-Diener & King (2009) propose 

that it is an individual’s “internal state that represents a variety of subjective evaluations about 

the quality of one’s life, broadly defined” (p. 221). It is generally accepted that SWB comprises 

two correlated factors: 1) a cognitive evaluation of satisfaction with life, and 2) affect balance, or 

the frequent experience of positive emotions and infrequent experience of negative emotions 

(Diener, Sandvik & Pavot, 1991; Diener et al., 1999; Schimmack, 2008). Measures of SWB are 

inherently subjective and generally focus on positive thoughts and feelings to assess overall 

satisfaction with life (e.g., Satisfaction with Life Scale, Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). However, evidence 

suggests that elements of wellbeing being not directly assessed by SWB measures, (for example, 

relationships) strongly influence how people assess their quality of life and therefore also their 

levels of subjective wellbeing (Huppert & So, 2013).  

Fisher’s (2010) model of wellbeing at work proposes a multidimensional construct – “work 

happiness” – that includes (a) engagement with the work itself, (b) satisfaction with the job, and 

(c) feelings of affective commitment to the organization as a whole. For our purposes here, we 

use this model of work happiness to operationalize the broader construct of workplace 

wellbeing, while recognizing that numerous other dimensions of wellbeing could be included.  

Fisher (2010) argues that current workplace wellbeing measures such as job satisfaction 

(Locke, 1976), positive affect (Fisher, 1997), and thriving and vigor (Spreitzer & Sonensheim, 

2004) by themselves are too narrow, but together provide a better indicator of employee 

functioning. Together, these factors access different elements of general wellbeing theory, 

capturing positive emotions through job satisfaction, achievement and flow through work 

engagement, and relationships through affective commitment. By presenting work happiness as 

a higher-order construct that comprises the unique and shared variance of these three factors, 

Fisher suggests that workplace leaders can move beyond boosting each of the variables 
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individually and capitalize on the synergistic effects that occur when the three variables come 

together as a whole. This enables more sustainable ways to promote work wellbeing, for if an 

employee is low on one aspect of work happiness (e.g., engagement) but has high levels of the 

other elements (e.g., satisfaction and commitment) they can still achieve work happiness. It also 

enables leaders to adopt a more parsimonious approach to creating the conditions for work 

wellbeing.  

Although Fisher’s model has not been fully validated, Williams, Kern, and Waters (2015) 

found some empirical support for it. Further, each of the elements in the model has a conceptual 

and theoretical evidence base. Work engagement comprises cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

elements in relation to an individual’s performance of their job role (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). 

Engaged employees have influence over events in their lives through their energy and self-

efficacy, they create their own positive feedback through their positive attitude and activity level, 

and consider work to be fun (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Gorgievski, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2010). 

Job satisfaction involves being content with one’s job (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). It 

includes both cognitive and affective elements, and results from an internal process of evaluating 

individual job facets or characteristics in a positive light. Evidence suggests that high levels of 

job satisfaction relate to job performance, and psychological and physical health (Faragher, Cass, 

& Cooper, 2005; Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001). Affective organizational commitment is 

an organization member’s emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the 

organization (Meyer & Allen, 1984). High levels of affective commitment have been related to 

better job performance and organizational citizenship behaviors, and lower absenteeism and 

intentions to quit (Meyer, Stanley, Hersocvitch, & Topolnitsky, 2002).  

Engagement, satisfaction, and commitment have generally been conceptualized as attitudes 

towards work. For example, a person feels they are satisfied with their job when considering the 

way in which their manager provides feedback and support. This requires them to think about 

aspects of their work in order to form the attitude, i.e., their work is the object of thought. Below, 

we propose that employees also have attitudes at work, such as hopeful, optimistic, resilient or 

confident attitudes. Moreover, we suggest that when employees experience positive attitudes at 

work, this leads them to have more positive attitudes towards their work. For example, an 

employee with an optimistic attitude at work may feel a greater sense of affective commitment 

to the organization because they expect that the future will go well.  

  

3. Developing workplace happiness  

There is increasing evidence to suggest that optimal levels of wellbeing are associated with 

desirable outcomes for employees and organizations. Wellbeing in employees has been related 

to their levels of engagement, organizational citizenship behaviors, and overall career success 

(e.g., Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008; Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003; LePine, Erex, & Jonson, 2002).  

For organizations, employee wellbeing is linked with customer satisfaction, productivity, 

presenteeism, effort at work, lower voluntary turnover, and fewer absenteeism /sick days (e.g., 

Giardini & Frese, 2008; Keyes, 2005; Sears et al., 2013; Wright & Bonett, 2007). Organizations 

which boost employee wellbeing receive a positive return on investment through reduced 

absenteeism and compensation claims (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014). Further, there is a 

growing expectation from employees that organizations will take an active role in supporting 

their wellbeing, and this has become an important point of competitive advantage for 

organizations in the employment market (Martin et al., 2005).  As such, it is in the interest of 

organizations to intentionally support employee wellbeing. 
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Organizational change literature suggests that change – such as shifting a workplace to 

support employee wellbeing – can be considered “top-down” if initiated from the top of the 

organization through planned changes (Lewin, 1946), or “bottom-up” if initiated from the 

bottom of the organization through emergent changes (Burnes, 1996, 2004). Further, Sloan and 

Gruman (1988) suggest that organizational-level factors, such as climate, influence outcomes and 

participation in workplace wellbeing programs as much as individual-level characteristics of 

employees such as gender and personality (see Figure 1.) As such, Sloane (1987) proposes that a 

dual approach that addresses both organizational and individual factors is required for 

interventions aiming to foster employee wellbeing at work. 

 

Figure 1. A dual approach to supporting employee participation in workplace health 

promotion programs (Sloan & Gruman, 1988) 

 

 

Based on this, the IO-OI conceptual model builds on both top-down organizational level and 

bottom-up individual level factors that influence employee wellbeing at work. However, we 

suggest that the current language is limiting. For example, an organization-wide training 

program about gratitude in the workplace may be offered to employees. This is considered a 

“top-down organizational level” change initiative. As a result of the training, employees may 

develop new attitudes and behaviors (individual level) that positively influence their workplace 

climate (organizational level). A work team may then decide to create a gratitude wall in their 

workspace or begin their weekly team meetings with gratitude stories, thus changing the 

physical environment and processes in the workplace through “bottom-up employee level” 

initiatives. Thus, while the original training initiative was top-down and aimed at the 

organizational level, the outcomes and initiatives have been at the individual and group level, 

and are considered bottom-up. 

We believe a more accurate way of describing these factors is by positing that work happiness 

is influenced by factors “outside” of the employee and factors “inside” the employee. We define 

outside factors as those that are in the broader work environment that influence an employee’s 

experience of work, such as the organizational culture, work climate, job characteristics, 

managers/supervisors, colleagues, and physical work environment. We define inside factors as 

those that influence an employee’s experience of work and that cannot be separated from the 

individual, such as values, beliefs, attitudes, emotions, and behaviors. 

Organizational factors 

e.g., climate 

 

Employee participation in workplace health 

promotion programs 

Individual factors 

e.g., gender, age 
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Figure 2. The Inside-Out-Outside-In (IO-OI) model: A dual approach process model to developing happiness at work 
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Thus, it is the locus of change being targeted by an intervention to develop work happiness that 

determines whether an organization is taking an “outside-in” or “inside-out” approach. For 

example, an initiative such as an employee coaching program is an inside-out approach, as the 

locus of change is the employee’s mindset, thoughts, feelings and behaviors. An initiative such 

as an employee starting a gratitude board is an outside-in approach, as the locus of change is in 

the work environment. We also suggest that factors outside and inside the employee will have a 

mutually influencing relationship. Thus, both an “outside-in” and an “inside-out” approach will 

individually and synergistically impact work happiness (i.e., attitudes of engagement, 

satisfaction and commitment toward the organization) and may be initiated from the top-down 

or bottom-up.  

Figure 2 shows the full IO-OI model and depicts the interrelationships proposed between an 

outside-in approach of developing job and social resources through virtuous organizational 

culture and an inside-out approach of developing personal resources through fostering positive 

attitudes in employees. The model also presents a number of important feedback loops that 

support the IO-OI model as a self-sustaining positive energy system. Using the outcome of 

interest – work happiness – as the start point, the remainder of this paper unpacks the IO-OI 

model via six propositions. We first explain the outside-in organizational level factors 

(propositions 1 and 2) and then move to the inside-out individual level influences (propositions 

3 and 4). Finally, we explain the joining mechanisms between inside-out and outside-in processes 

(proposition 5) and their influence on work happiness (proposition 6).  

 

3.1 Outside-in 

3.1.1 Organization culture and work happiness 

Proposition 1: Employee work happiness is supported through organizational social 

resources provided through a culture of virtuousness. 

Growing evidence indicates that organizational culture has a critical influence on employee 

wellbeing (Chang & Lu, 2007; Hartel & Ashkanasy, 2011). Organizational culture can be defined 

as the unique pattern of shared values, beliefs, and assumptions of employees about an 

organization learned through past experiences that is manifest through observable artifacts, 

espoused values, collective behaviors and shared beliefs (Schein, 1980). For example, in a 

workplace with a culture of safety, safe work procedure signs are displayed in the workplace 

(observable artifacts). Formal organization communication such as newsletters and annual 

reports provide metrics such as the number of days without a safety incident (espoused values). 

Safety is frequently the direct topic of conversations in the workplace and underlies many others 

(shared beliefs). And through their individual job roles, everyone in the organization is working 

to achieve exemplary standards of safety across all aspects of the organization (collective 

behaviors).  

Organizational culture can range from being hostile and destructive to flourishing internally 

and externally. Organizations with constructive culture orientations promote social support, 

participation, teamwork, constructive interpersonal relations, and self-actualization, whereas 

destructive culture orientations foster competition, oppositional relational styles, and avoidance 

(Cooke & Roussea, 1988). Constructive cultures are best espoused by a virtuous culture, in which 

“employees collectively behave in ways that are consistent with the best of the human condition 

and the highest aspirations of human kind” (Cameron & Winn, 2012, p. 235).  

Virtues at the individual level are considered to be positive traits that represent the best of 

the human condition – such as hope, optimism, kindness and curiosity – which are valued across 
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time and culture (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Extending virtues to the organizational level, 

Cameron, Bright, and Caza (2004) suggested a five-factor model of organizational virtuousness 

comprised of 1) organizational forgiveness, through which mistakes are quickly forgiven and 

used as opportunities for learning; 2) organizational trust, in the courtesy, consideration and 

respect enacted in the organization and the mutual trust between peers and leaders; 3) 

organizational integrity, demonstrated by the honesty, trustworthiness and honor that pervade 

the organization; 4) organizational optimism, in the belief of organizational members that they 

will succeed in doing well even in the face of challenges; and 5) organizational compassion, 

through the common acts of compassion and concern that show that people care about each 

other. A culture of organizational virtuousness is one that embodies these five values of 

forgiveness, trust, integrity, optimism, and compassion at the organizational level (rather than 

within individual employees).  

As one type of workplace culture, organizational virtuousness (OV) manifests through 

observable artifacts, espoused values, shared beliefs, and collective behaviors. For example, 

virtues-based practices such as gratitude boards (to support compassion and optimism) or 

leaders beginning meetings with a “what went well” exercise (to support optimism and trust) 

provide observable artifacts of a virtuous culture. Such practices also provide opportunities to 

foster virtues throughout the organization as a shared set of values is espoused. Other elements 

of culture, such as shared beliefs and collective behaviors, may be influenced by embedding 

virtues in organizational behaviors and leadership, engaging in strengths-based performance 

conversations, and infusing virtues into training, development and coaching (Bouskila-Yam & 

Kluger, 2011; Cameron et al., 2011).  

A virtues-infused culture may also provide job and social resources that influence the quality 

of relationship within organizations, such that employee work happiness increases. For example, 

a workplace culture in which leaders are optimistic about the future, compassionate in their 

communication, and forgiving when needed, may help develop supportive leader-worker 

relations and a supportive work community. Leaders with high levels of gratitude may be more 

likely to enact the company’s recognition and reward programs, thus enhancing employee 

happiness. A culture in which there are high levels of integrity and trust between colleagues will 

enable regular and transparent feedback. Evidence suggests that social resources within 

organizations, such as support from colleagues, newcomer socialization and perceived 

organizational support, relationships with co-workers and supervisors, and leadership enacted 

with consideration, are antecedents to work happiness (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Judge & 

Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012).  

 

3.1.2 Positive organization strategies and virtuous organization culture 

Proposition 2: Positive strategies and practices increase the presence of virtues within the 

organization through heliotropic, amplifying, and buffering effects. 

Working backwards from organizational virtuousness to positive organizational strategies (see 

Figure 2), we suggest that Cameron’s (2013) positive organizational strategies framework may 

be used by leaders to systematically and strategically support a more virtuous work culture. The 

framework encourages leaders to put in place four positive strategies: 1) Positive climate: Create 

a culture of abundance, by building the collective capacities of organization members; 2) Positive 

relationships: Develop positive energy networks that unlock capacity and resources within 

individuals and the organization to perform, create, and persist; 3) Positive communication: 

Deliver negative feedback positively so that relationships build and are strengthened; and 4) 
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Positive meaning: Set Everest goals, which represent the peak achievement for an organization 

with a moral purpose and meaning. 

 Each strategy has specific positive practices designed to develop more collective virtues and 

influence the attainment of a positive culture (Cameron, 2013). For example, under the positive 

climate strategy of creating a culture of abundance, leaders can engage in the specific positive 

practices of articulating a positive vision and generating commitment. Under the positive 

relationships strategy of developing positive networks, activities can include mapping positive 

energy networks and keeping a gratitude journal. To enact the positive communication strategy, 

when delivering feedback, leaders can focus on problems, rather than personal attributes, and 

role model honesty and genuineness. Finally, in the positive meaning strategy of setting Everest 

goals, positive practices include using SMART (specific, measureable, achievable, realistic, 

timely) goal attributes and identifying “abundance gaps” by determining what signifies 

positively deviant performance (i.e., that which is significantly above the norm, in comparison 

to current performance). 

Three sub-processes have been proposed to explain the relationship between positive 

organizational strategies and virtuousness in the organization culture. The first is the heliotropic 

effect, defined as the instinct in all living systems to move towards positive energy and away from 

negative energy (Cameron at al., 2011). For example, in setting Everest goals, organizational 

members are asked to focus on affirming practices that create positive, life-giving energy at work. 

Collective efforts to achieve Everest goals bring to life virtues such as optimism for the future, 

trust in colleagues to fulfill their commitment to the goal, and forgiveness when plans go astray.  

The second sub-process is the amplification effect, which suggests that positive strategies and 

practices create self-reinforcing positive spirals through increasing positive emotions, social 

capital, and pro-social behaviors that lead to the development of a virtues-based culture 

(Cameron et al., 2004). For example, Cameron and Plews (2012) provided a case study of the 

implementation of positive practices at Prudential Real Estate and Relocation (PRER).  CEO Jim 

Mallozzi asked his senior management team to identify three things that they valued about three 

other members of the team and tell those people about them. In doing this, the group articulated 

the attributes, capacities, and strengths of the people in the room, generating the belief that they 

could succeed in doing well even in the face of the current business challenges. They turned this 

belief into action by inviting individuals to share a current business problem that they were 

trying to solve, and the rest of the group offered ideas and support to help solve it. This, in turn, 

increased optimism in the group, which was expanded through the rest of the organization as 

the ideas were put into action and members saw the business benefit of their thinking. Thus the 

virtue of optimism was amplified through the adoption of positive practices that lead to self-

reinforcing positive spirals and cultural change, as these virtues were spread into the culture of 

the organization through beliefs, behaviors, values, and artifacts. 

The third sub-process is the buffering effect, in which positive strategies and practices provide 

buffering effects to the organization by increasing resiliency, solidarity and a sense of efficacy 

(Cameron, Bright & Caza, 2004; Cameron et al., 2011) that support a virtues-based culture. For 

example, in a study by Cameron et al. (2004) of approaches to downsizing, they identified that 

Southwest Airlines adopted positive strategies and practices in the economic aftermath of the 

U.S. terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. By continuing an un-matched industry record of not 

downsizing, Southwest Airlines CEO Jim Parker publicly announced that the company was 

prepared to suffer financial damage to protect their peoples’ jobs. This was an explicit and public 

commitment to employees, demonstrating the virtues of integrity and optimism. These positive 

practices led to trust and forgiveness from the staff, an increased sense of security, and easier 
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union negotiations that further reinforced the virtues and resulted in better objective 

performance (e.g., productivity, stock value) and perceived performance (e.g., staff turnover) in 

the mid to long term.  

 

3.1.3 Discussion 

In sum, factors outside of the employee such as organizational culture and positive practices 

influence their levels of work happiness. It is suggested that a virtuous culture provides job and 

social resources that support employee work happiness, and that leaders may use specific 

positive strategies and practices to develop a culture of virtuousness.  

While the outside-in approach to work happiness is important, we argue that it is necessary 

but not sufficient, for three reasons. First, past research shows that organizational approaches to 

cultural change are slow (Cameron, 2008). Second, organization level culture change initiatives 

are open to a wide variability in delivery, uptake, and commitment from management and 

employees (Todnem By, 2005). Whilst some leaders may support the practices, others may not, 

thereby under-mining efforts to reach a “tipping point” in the collective behaviors within the 

organization. Third, positive practices are external to the employee; they do not require internal 

re-evaluation of attitudes (defined as beliefs, feelings and/or behaviors) and could be viewed as 

“just another policy initiative”.  

Beyond these three difficulties in cultural change, we also believe that, even when cultural 

change is successful and a virtuous culture is developed, this still may not lead to work 

happiness. We propose that it is not simply the presence of virtues that matters, but that to benefit 

happiness, employees need to notice and evaluate the virtues present in the culture. For example, 

a team with a positive culture might still have members who fail to see the virtues around them, 

and resist or even impede positive practices such that the presence of virtues has no impact on 

their happiness.  

 

3.2 Inside-out 

We now move to the lower half of the IO-OI model (Figure 2), to look at the inside-out factors 

that influence work happiness. Earlier we proposed factors “outside” the employee such as 

organizational job and social resources support work happiness. Evidence suggests that beyond 

the outside factors described in part 1, there are also factors within the employee that influence 

happiness, such as attitudes, positive affect, and core-self evaluations (e.g., Hobfoll et al., 2003; 

Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012).  

 

3.2.1 Employee attitudes  

One factor that influences an individual’s capacity to evaluate the presence of virtues in the 

workplace culture is their attitudes. Attitudes can be defined as “an evaluation of an object of 

thought” (Bohner & Dickel, 2011, p. 392). One function of attitudes is to help us navigate our 

environment effectively and efficiently by removing the need to evaluate and make decisions 

about each new object encountered (Katz, 1960). Attitudes help assimilate new knowledge and 

have been found to help categorize objects, and support decision-making ease and decision-

making quality (e.g., Katz, 1960; Azjen, 2001; Blascovich et al., 1993; Fazio et al., 1992; Smith et 

al., 1996). Further, positive attitudes towards work (such as satisfaction, engagement and 

commitment) have been found to influence outcomes such as intention to quit, in role and extra 

role performance, client satisfaction, proactivity, adaptability, and creativity (Mobley, Rothbard, 

& Patil, 2012). 
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Historically a tripartite view of attitudes held that they are formed and manifest through 

three components – beliefs, feelings, and behaviors (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) and that all three 

components must be present and consistent for the attitude to exist (Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960). 

Research by Zanna and Rempel (1988) re-examined these assumptions and proposed a more 

nuanced view, in that attitudes can be established and enacted through any of the three 

pathways.  

The cognitive pathway to attitude formation is driven by an individual’s beliefs about 

whether an attitude object is (un)desirable or will lead to (un)desirable outcomes. The 

expectancy-value model (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) is an example of this approach. It proposes that 

an attitude towards an object is formed by estimating the probability that the object has particular 

attributes, and multiplying this by the value the individual places on it to give an “expectancy-

value”. By totaling all of the “expected-values,” the individual arrives at an overall attitude 

towards the object.  

The affective pathway depends upon how an attitude object makes us feel.  There are three 

primary ways through which this may occur. First, in operant conditioning, attitudes that lead to 

positive (negative) outcomes are more (less) likely to be repeated (e.g., Hildum & Brown, 1956). 

Second, in classical conditioning, attitudes are formed non-consciously through an individual 

attending to differences between attitude objects in their environment and making associations 

between them. For example, an attitude object such as a brand of clothing might be paired with 

another object such as young attractive models, resulting in a positive affective response and the 

formation of a positive attitude about that object. Third, in exposure, greater contact with an 

attitude object makes it more accessible to perception and increases liking for it (Zajonc, 1968). 

The behavioral route to attitude formation arises when one has had experience with an 

attitude object without clear feelings or beliefs, and attitudes can be inferred by the individual 

attitude holder from their past behavior (Bem, 1967; Fazio & Olson, 2007). For example, an 

individual may have voluntarily attended a workplace training session without being clear or 

conscious of their beliefs and/or feelings about it, but in retrospect can reason that they have a 

positive attitude towards their own development and training generally.   

This integrative view of the cognitive, affective and behavioral elements of attitudes is 

supported in the MODE (Motivation and Opportunity as DEterminants) model, in which 

attitudes are understood to be associations between an evaluation and an object stored in 

memory, and these associations can be based on cognitive, affective and/or behavioral 

knowledge from which a “summary” evaluation is reached (Fazio, 1990; Fazio 2000).  

 

3.2.2 Positive employee attitudes and work happiness 

Proposition 3: Employee work happiness is supported through individual personal 

resources provided by positive attitudes. 

The attitudes of organization members assist them to evaluate the behaviors of colleagues and 

managers, as well as organization policies, their job role, and the organization as a whole. They 

also influence member thoughts, feelings, and behaviors whilst at work. Attitudes were defined 

earlier as “an evaluation of an object of thought,” thus we define a positive attitude as “a positive 

evaluation of an object of thought”. As we explain below, the development of specific positive 

attitudes is likely to increase personal resources, such as the frequency of positive affect, positive 

core-self evaluations linked to resiliency, and an individual’s sense of their ability to successfully 

control their environment, and, in doing so, develop member work happiness.  

In the positive organizational literature, psychological capital (PsyCap) has been identified 

as a foundational evidence-based framework that leaders can use to develop the positive 
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psychological capacities of organization members (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2006). PsyCap is 

defined as “an individual’s positive psychological state of development” (Luthans, Youssef, & 

Avolio, 2007, p. 3) and comprises four elements: hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism, which 

have been shown to lead to higher performance outcomes in the workplace (Luthans, Avey, 

Avolio, & Peterson, 2010).  

PsyCap has traditionally been considered a “resource bank” that enables successful 

performance and response to challenges or events, and that supports people to flourish, and to 

have success in multiple life domains, including work, relationships, and their health (Hobfall, 

2002; Lyubomirsky, 2005). However, we propose that in addition to its function as a resource 

bank, PsyCap can also be conceptualized as a positive attitude. We do this for five reasons. First, 

the mechanisms that are proposed to underlie the synergy between the elements of PsyCap 

(Luthans et al., 2010) also reflect the ways in which attitudes are formed, influenced and 

manifested, i.e., through an individual’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Second, the cognitive, 

affective and conative processes through which it is proposed that PsyCap influences wellbeing 

(Youssef-Morgan & Luthans, 2014) mirror the influence and manifestation of attitudes in 

thoughts, feelings and behaviors. Third, the suggestion that PsyCap fosters “the formation of 

positive appraisals of past, present and future events” (Youssef-Morgan & Luthans, 2014, p. 185) 

suggests that not only is PsyCap a resource but that it is also an attitude, and, more specifically, 

a positive attitude, because in either conceptualization – as a resource or an attitude – it involves 

an evaluation of an object of thought in the form of a positive appraisal. Fourthly, the argument 

of PsyCap as “state-like” and manageable and open to development (Youssef-Morgan & 

Luthans, 2014), mirrors those of attitudes, which are also believed to be open to development 

(Cunningham et al., 2007). Finally, the implicit PsyCap scale (Harms & Luthans, 2012) which 

measures less conscious levels of PsyCap, suggests that it is a construct that can be understood 

as an attitude, given that attitudes have an implicit aspect to them. As such, we operationalize 

positive attitudes here as PsyCap. 

The four attitudes of PsyCap have been found to be open to development and impacted 

through work-based interventions (Youssef & Luthans, 2007), suggesting that it is a valid model 

for leaders wanting to create effective employee change. For example, Luthans, Avey, Avolio, 

and Petersen (2010) tested a PsyCap intervention with 80 managers. The two-hour intervention 

comprised a series of targeted exercises designed to develop each of the four PsyCap sub-factors, 

and integrative reflective exercises to enable understanding an operationalization of the higher-

order PsyCap construct. PsyCap scores increased, and their self-rated and manager-rated 

performance also significantly increased.  

The four positive PsyCap attitudes may also be built upon through workplace triggers such 

as the positive strategies and practices mentioned earlier (Cameron, 2013), and in doing so, 

develop individual personal resources. For example, the positive practice of providing negative 

feedback in a positive way requires a leader to have efficacy in their communication skills 

(positive core-self evaluations) and optimism in the expectation that their desired outcomes will 

be achieved through the discussion (positive affect). It requires the organization member 

receiving the feedback to have a resilient attitude to failure, and hopeful, optimistic attitudes to 

overcoming the problem and improving their performance (positive affect and positive core-self 

evaluations). Thus, positive PsyCap attitudes may provide both organization members and 

leaders with personal resources that enable and support their work happiness.  

We therefore propose that the PsyCap framework can support organizations to develop four 

specific positive attitudes: hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience. A hopeful attitude is one 

in which organization members have high levels of agency (goal-directed energy) and can 
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generate pathways and planning to meet their goals (Snyder et al., 1991). An optimistic attitude 

involves a positive future expectation (Scheier & Carver, 1985). Self-efficacious attitudes 

comprise an individual’s confidence in their motivation, skills, and cognitive resources to 

successfully meet the demands made of them (Stadjkovic, Luthans, & Slocum, 1998). An attitude 

of resilience is characterized by the ability to “bounce back” from challenging situations (Masten 

& Reed, 2002).  

 

3.2.3 Fostering positive attitudes 

Proposition 4: Positive employee development (e.g., training, mentoring, job shadowing) 

fosters positive attitudes by triggering learning-induced, behavior-induced, and context-

induced attitude change. 

The formation of attitudes is considered a critical adaptive capacity. Of equal importance is that 

attitudes can be changed in light of new information and experiences (Bodenhausen & 

Gawronski, 2013). Three theories are proposed regarding the mechanisms involved in attitude 

change to explain the link between positive employee development and positive attitudes: 

learning-based; behavior-induced and context-induced (Bodenhausen & Gawronski, 2013).   

First, learning-based theories involve cognition and affect, and suggest that learning new 

information about an attitude object (cognition), paired with a positive emotional response 

(affect), drives observed attitude change. Learning can be propositional, in that new information 

is proposed about an attitude object, or it can be associative, such that new “pairings” of 

associations between attitude objects are made. Classical conditioning theory (Pavlov, 1927/1960) 

suggests that the acquisition of new information about an object leads to attitude change, further, 

that new links can be established between attitude objects in memory based on co-occurrences 

between objects and events (Baeyens et al., 1992). For example, a part-time employee may need 

to attend a first-aid training workshop that is being run outside of their normal working hours. 

As such, their attitude towards attending the workshop is negative and their attitude about the 

organization is that part-time employees are not valued or considered. They then learn that a 

second workshop has been organized at a time that is convenient for part-time employees, and 

that part-time employees will have first refusal to attend this workshop (new information). As a 

result, the employee’s attitude towards the workshop becomes more positive, as does their 

association between their current organization and part-time employees.  

Second, behavior-induced attitude change examines the influence of an individual’s behavior 

on the evaluation of an attitude object. For example, an employee may attend a training 

workshop because it is compulsory, and the act of attending engenders positive attitudes 

towards the workshop. Cognitive dissonance theory suggests that inconsistencies between 

cognitions and behaviors motivate an individual to find consonance, which, if it cannot be found 

through external factors, will lead to a change in attitudes (Festinger, 1962). Bem’s (1967) self-

perception theory assumes that individuals make inferences about their attitudes from their past 

behavior. For example, if they attended a non-compulsory workshop, they are likely to conclude 

that, “If I attended the training workshop without an external justification, then I must hold an 

internal attitudinal reason for doing so.” 

Third, context-induced attitude change recognizes the significant influence that contextual 

cues can have in object evaluation. An individual may have extensive and diverse knowledge 

about many attitude objects; it is unlikely that all of this will be accessed at the point of 

evaluation, and the specific knowledge subset that is activated, based on contextual cues, may 

lead to very different evaluations (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). For example, an employee is 

considering whether to attend a training workshop. Through a conversation with a colleague, 
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they are prompted to consider the benefits they will gain from it, rather than the work that they 

could be doing during that time instead (contextual cue). Cognitive dissonance theory suggests 

that their attitude may become more positive toward the workshop because they will need to 

resolve the dissonance created by focusing on the benefits of the training in the conversation. 

In summary, a number of mechanisms are shown to be involved in attitude change: learning 

processes stimulate change in beliefs and feelings through the acquisition of new information or 

associations about an attitude object, an individual’s behavior can lead to a re-evaluation of 

attitudes, and the context of an attitude evaluation can influence different knowledge subsets 

being accessed, resulting in varied evaluations about the same attitude object. Any one of these 

processes may result in changes to cognition (beliefs), affect (feelings), and/or behavior.  

We propose that engaging organizational members in positive development such as training, 

mentoring, and/or job shadowing can aid the development of positive attitudes by impacting 

one or more of these three attitude change mechanisms. For example, a PsyCap training program 

might provide contextual cues that focus employees on their attitude. As part of the training, an 

employee may set a goal of completing a gratitude journal every day for two weeks (behavioral 

change). By noticing positive aspects of their work environment (cognitive change) for which 

they feel grateful (affective change), positive attitude changes occur, as the employee develops 

an “attitude of gratitude.” 

  

3.3 Connecting inside-out and outside-in factors 

We have explored organizational factors that support work happiness (outside-in) such as 

virtuous organizational culture, and internal factors that influence work happiness (inside-out), 

such as positive employee development and positive attitudes. We now consider three 

mechanisms that may link the inside-out and outside-in factors: 1) the iterative reprocessing of 

evaluations (proposition 5), 2) selective exposure, and 3) confirmation bias (proposition 6). 

 

3.3.1 The Iterative Reprocessing Model 

Proposition 5: Individual attitudes iteratively combine with evaluations of the 

organization environment in either a positive way that supports work happiness, or a 

negative way that hinders work happiness.  

We suggest that the Iterative Reprocessing Model (IRM; Cunningham & Zelazo, 2007; Van Bavel, 

Xiao, & Cunningham; 2012), provides a lens for understanding how a virtuous culture (outside) 

influences employee positive attitudes (inside). According to the IRM, an attitude object (e.g., a 

new company policy) triggers an evaluative cycle through which lower-order, automatic (or 

implicit) stored evaluations influence and are influenced by higher-order, reflective (or explicit) 

real-time processes. This leads to a dynamic evaluation of the attitude object that combines 

associations stored in memory with current information to create a positive or negative attitude 

toward that object. As such, any single evaluation represents the current processing state of a 

greater evaluative system, which is influenced by those elements of the stored attitude that are 

currently active and by the level of reflective processing that takes place. As illustrated in Figure 

3, each iterative cycle of evaluation is influenced by new contextual or motivational information, 

which creates a new evaluation of the attitude object that takes into account finer attitude-object 

detail, the context, and/or current goals. 
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Figure 3. The iterative cycle of evaluation (adapted from Cunningham & Zelazo, 2007) 

 

For example, consider the scenario where an employee has a pressing project deadline. Their 

stored attitude associated with deadlines is that all deadlines are stressful. However, this may be 

altered in this specific instance if the department manager adds extra staff and resources to the 

project. The actions of the manager lead to the attitude-object relationship becoming more 

specific, and the employee’s stored attitude that deadlines are stressful becomes more nuanced 

for this specific deadline, which has become less stressful. Hence, while our automatic, stored 

(implicit) attitudes help us to make quick assessments, these attitudes are dynamic and can be 

altered when the context or goals change, through the influence of reflective (explicit) real-time 

processes.  

The number of times an attitude object goes through the iterative process depends on 

personal and situational variables such as cognitive ability, motivation, and opportunity (Fazio, 

1990). Thus, evaluations may be formed very quickly and remain stable for a time, or they may 

go through many iterative cycles over a long period of time and be continually altered and 

updated. Increasing reflective processes in individuals enables the more nuanced and/or goal 

congruent evaluations needed to navigate complex environments, self-regulate and appraise 

abstract concepts such as virtues in the organization culture (Van Bavel, Xiao, & Cunningham, 

2012).   

We propose that employee development to foster specific positive attitudes can trigger a 

positive iterative evaluation cycle by providing new motivational information with which 

members can re-evaluate their stored attitudes.  In parallel, virtues in the organizational culture 

enabled through positive practices may provide new contextual information that keep virtuous 

cues in their organizational environment (OV) as the active process. Thus a positive cycle of 

evaluation and attitude change may result, as positive individual attitudes are fostered through 

positive employee development and motivation, and are supported and reinforced by positive 

context cues in the organizational environment (OV). We propose that this ongoing positive 

spiral may, in turn, lead to higher levels of employee work happiness. Equally, we surmise that 

the IRM can work in a negative cycle, such that when positive attitudes (PsyCap) are not 
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supported and reinforced by positive context cues in the organizational culture (OV), employee 

work happiness decreases. 

As an example, employees may have a new manager transfer from another department. 

Team members may have heard negative rumors about the manager, such that they have a 

negative attitude towards the manager. Although the manager does positive and constructive 

actions during the first week, the employees observe one situation where she becomes frustrated, 

which reinforces a negative attitude about the manager. An employee might feel dissatisfied with 

the manager, disengaged with their work, and less committed to the organization as a whole. 

However, over the next few weeks, the manager acts in many virtuous ways, which causes 

dissonance between the team members’ initial negative evaluation and the reality of her 

management style. This triggers an evaluative iteration within the team members to resolve the 

conflict between their stored evaluation and the virtuous behavior being shown by the manager. 

In doing so, the evaluative cycle provides the opportunity for the relationships to develop more 

positively. As attitudes shift, affect improves, ultimately increasing team members’ work 

happiness.  

 

3.3.2 Selective exposure and the confirmation bias 

Proposition 6: Selective exposure and confirmation biases allow employees with positive 

attitudes to notice and evaluate practices and virtues present in the organization 

environment in a more positive light, resulting in greater work happiness.  

Inner attitudes and outer aspects of the organization are further connected by what an individual 

subconsciously and consciously gives attention to. Selective exposure is the phenomenon whereby 

people focus on information in their environment that is congruent with and confirms their 

current attitudes (Klapper, 1960). It has been found to have influence in a wide range of contexts, 

including attitudes to media use (Stroud, 2007) and decision making (Fischer et al., 2010), and is 

acknowledged as being relevant to organizations (Kastenmuller et al., 2010). Klapper (1960) 

suggests that selective exposure comprises three processes: 1) selective exposure, in which people 

avoid communication that is opposite to their existing attitude; 2) selective perception, in which, 

when confronted with material that opposes their viewpoint, people either do not perceive it or 

they make it fit for their existing opinion; and 3) selective retention, in which people simply forget 

attitude-incongruent information. For example, imagine the previous situation with the new 

manager; team members with positive attitudes are less likely to join in the negative gossip about 

the manager (selective exposure), they will explain away the incident of frustration as being a 

“one-off” (selective perception) or they may forget that it happened at all (selective retention).   

Individuals may also actively seek out, remember and assign more weight or validity to 

information that supports their current attitude. This is known as confirmation bias and refers to 

“unwitting selectivity in the acquisition and use of evidence” (Nickerson, 1998, p. 175). 

Confirmation biases have been shown to be pervasive across a variety of contexts, including 

politics (Tuchman, 1984), science (Hergovich, Schott, & Burger, 2010), and law (Pennington & 

Hastie, 1993). A number of theories are proposed to explain confirmation bias, including the 

desire to believe information that is more pleasing or the “Pollyanna” principle (Matlin & Stang, 

1978), limits to individual information-processing capacity i.e., the ability to consider only one 

option at a time (Doherty & Mynatt, 1986), and positive-test strategy or positivity bias, in which 

individuals find it easier to process confirmatory rather than opposing information (Heider 

(1958). As an example and to continue the scenario above, the information that the team members 

have taken in about the new manager through the processes of selective exposure (i.e., the 
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manager’s virtuous behavior) may be recalled more easily, assigned more weight and given 

higher levels of validity than the negative rumors. This will confirm their earlier evaluation that 

she is a good manager, and in doing so, increase team members’ work happiness.  

The processes of selective exposure and confirmation bias thus impact what an employee 

sees, pays attention to and interprets in their environment. It is likely that employees with 

positive attitudes have greater accessibility to spotting the virtuous behaviors of others and the 

positive practices put in place by an organization because these features of the work environment 

are attitude-congruent (selective exposure), and seem valid (confirmation bias). Figure 4 

demonstrates the interactive loop that in theory stems from positive employee development. 

However, this loop does not just occur during employee development. Rather, the loops are 

likely to continue to occur over time as selective exposure and confirmation bias influence the 

attention and weight people give to virtue opportunities present in an organization over time 

(e.g., positive practices and other displays of virtue).  

 

Figure 4. The processes and outcomes of positive development on employee attitudes and 

evaluation of virtues in the organization culture 

 

Returning to the example of the new manager, the team members focused on the positive 

behaviors (selective exposure), which confirmed their desire for positive change (confirmation 

bias). By consistently implementing virtuous behaviors, the manager further develops the team 

members’ positive attitudes through learning and context change; consequently, team members 
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are more likely to attend to positive aspects in the environment and behave in ways that are 

attitude congruent, thus contributing to the positive environment. This creates a positive energy 

feedback loop in which the virtues-based organization environment and increasingly positive 

individual attitudes are mutually supportive and reinforcing over time.   

 

3.3.3 Connecting the pieces 

Coming full circle, the complete IO-OI model (Figure 2) details the six propositions proposed in 

this paper. The model depicts the interrelationships between the inside-out approach of 

developing individual resources through positive attitudes, and the outside-in approach of 

developing social resources through virtuous organizational culture. Early evidence suggests 

that both approaches enable and support the development of work happiness independently and 

synergistically (Williams, Kern, & Waters, 2015).  

Figure 2 also shows a number of feedback loops that create and sustain upward spirals of 

positive development and support the IO-OI model as a self-sustaining positive energy system. 

The development of higher levels of work happiness is experienced as greater satisfaction, 

commitment, and engagement of members, thus increasing their awareness and receptivity to 

positive practices (feedback loop (a)), their enactment of congruent behaviors that support a 

virtuous culture (feedback loop (b)), their motivation to engage in positive development 

(feedback loop (c)), and positive attitudes such as PsyCap (feedback loop (d)).  Thus the process 

of developing work happiness can be an iterative cycle that unfolds in a dynamic fashion over 

time and is mutually affected by inside-out and outside-in influences and feedback loops.  

The IO-OI model suggests an iterative process for developing positive attitudes within 

individuals, but how does this benefit an organization? We suggest that by increasing positive 

attitudes in many members, collective change may occur. When a critical mass is reached, there 

is greater capacity for virtuousness across the whole system. The IO-OI model suggests that this 

may arise in a number of ways. First, as people develop positive attitudes such as hope, 

optimism, resilience, and efficacy, they will be more open to seeing virtuousness in the 

organization culture because it is attitude congruent. As such, through the processes of selective 

exposure and confirmation bias, they perceive more virtuousness in others and evaluate other 

people’s behaviors from a virtues perspective. Haidt’s (2000) elevation proposition suggests that 

when we perceive virtuous behavior in others, we are motivated/elevated to behave virtuously 

ourselves. Hence, by seeing more virtues in others, organization members may behave more 

virtuously themselves. Second, Fowler and Christakis’ (2008) contagion theory suggests that 

emotions and behaviors are spread through social networks. As employee positive attitudes are 

manifest through positive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, they may positively influence 

colleagues to feel and behave in a similar way.  

 

4. Future research: testing the model 

We have suggested a theoretical model that links inside-out and outside-in factors, with a series 

of six propositions. These need to be empirically tested. A number of fruitful research questions 

can be addressed using the IO-OI model. For instance: 1) How are inside-out and outside-in 

interventions most effectively introduced – all at once or over time to allow integration into 

attitudes? 2) Are there factors about the existing culture that influence the success of the IO-OI 

model (e.g., a constructive culture orientation versus a destructive culture orientation)? 3) How 

might the cultural context influence the processes described in the model? 4) Are there certain 

types of leaders who are best to lead the IO-OI development process? Should organizations 

which want to develop work happiness and a virtuous culture recruit people with high PsyCap? 
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The answers to these questions will help to inform organizations of the best approach to follow 

when developing employee work happiness using a dual intervention approach. 

Multiple approaches can be used to test the model and propositions. It would be of interest 

to understand how differences in taking an outside-in (positive practices and virtuous culture) 

or inside-out (positive employee development and positive attitudes) approach impacts work 

happiness, and how different phasing and timing of these two approaches affects employee 

wellbeing outcomes. Organizations with multiple departments or business units within the same 

parent culture would provide a valuable setting to undertake such comparative tests, with one 

unit using an inside-out and the other using an outside-in approach. It would also be beneficial 

to test the IO-OI model within a variety of organizational contexts (e.g., a not-for-profit 

organization such as a school and a profit-driven industry such as a merchant bank). 

Longitudinal studies of the IO-OI model may help to uncover the potential time-lag between 

implementing specific interventions and changes in levels of work happiness. For example, 

Cameron et al. (2011) assessed the extent to which positive practices affected organization 

performance over time and which practices had the most predictive power across 29 nursing 

units. Longitudinal designs also provide a time-perspective to the reciprocal loop between the 

development of positive attitudes and positive practices, which will help organizations 

understand the frequency with which they need to positively trigger employees’ re-evaluative 

cycle through the workplace environment to sustain employee wellbeing.  

Attitudes can be challenging to measure, but these inherent challenges can be overcome 

through creative and varied approaches to measurement. Use of everyday experience methods 

such as the daily diary (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003) and experience sampling method (ESM, 

Hektner, Schmidt, & Cziksentmihayli, 2007) will help minimize retrospection bias (Reis, Gable, 

& Mancini, 2014), and will allow researchers to test the IO-OI model through everyday behaviors 

that occur in the natural workplace setting. The data from such methods will provide a valuable 

detailed picture of employees’ experience of the work environment, their attitudes at work, and 

the individual and context factors that influence them (Tennen, Suls, & Affleck, 1991). 

Interpretation-based measures of attitudes such as sentence completion tasks and projective 

vignettes may be useful to access less conscious, implicit attitudes. These measures are effective 

in assessing complex social beliefs (such as perception of virtues) and motivational constructs 

(such as work happiness - engagement, satisfaction and commitment) (Uhlmann et al., 2012) that 

are part of the IO-OI model.  

Organizations can collect meaningful performance outcomes for the 

department/unit/organization as a way to assess the usefulness of adopting the IO-OI model. 

Studies have shown that performance indicators such as employee turnover, organizational 

climate, financial performance, sales performance, client/customer satisfaction, psychological 

wellbeing, group performance, organizational citizenship behaviors and trust, are influenced by 

constructs within the IO-OI model and are of interest to organizations wanting to improve their 

effectiveness and performance (Avey, Luthans, Smith, & Palmer, 2010; Avey, Wernsing, & 

Luthans, 2008; Cameron et al., 2011; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). These measures could be taken 

prior to and after the interventions (e.g., training, mentoring, the use of specific positive 

practices) and could be analyzed via panel data analysis and latent growth modeling. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Gavin and Mason (2004) argue that “to achieve the good life people must work in good 

organizations” (p. 387). The current paper has suggested that a dual approach involving both 

outside-in interventions and inside-out interventions may be most effective in creating positive 
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institutions and flourishing individuals within them. Adopting a positive systems science 

perspective, the IO-OI model outlines the interrelationships and processes through which inside-

out and outside-in factors positively influence employee work happiness, and suggests three 

processes that may explain the interaction between outside-in and inside-out approaches. 

Further, the model proposes a number of feedback loops that enable upward spirals of positive 

development at the individual and organizational level, and support the model as a self-

sustaining positive energy system embedded in a workplace context.  

The IO-OI model integrates the fields of attitudes, positive organizational scholarship, and 

positive organizational behavior. Further, the model explains one way in which individual 

personal resources such as positive affect and core-self-evaluation interact with organizational 

job and social resources such as colleague support and supervisor feedback to create pathways 

for organizations to develop and sustain the wellbeing of its members. As such, the IO-OI model 

addresses the current imbalance in positive psychology that has focused more individual 

positive psychology interventions than a whole-of-system approach and on individual wellbeing 

applications than on workplace interventions. We hope that through the IO-OI model, workplace 

practitioners can further understand the importance of adopting both inside-out and outside-in 

approaches when fostering employee work happiness.  
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