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Overview

• Well-being: The context

– South African context

– Work context

• Well-being: The path from XA to YB

• Flourishing in South African Institutions

• Research projects

– Pathways to flourishing of teachers

– Antecedents of flourishing of teachers

– Outcomes of flourishing of teachers

• Conclusions and recommendations



• Empirical foundation – Validity 

• Theoretical grounding – Explanation 

• Successful application – Utility 
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Well-being: The Context



• For most of its 
citizens South Africa 
is better off than 20-
30 years ago, but:

– Lack of social capital 
(shared values and 
norms)

– Inequality (gap 
between people)



What Makes People Happy? 

Condition Coefficient

Economic affluence +0.61

Political freedom +0.54

Rule of law +0.58

State welfare +0.22

Income inequality -0.18

Tolerance +0.68

Explained variance 75%
Veenhoven, R. (2013) The four qualities of life: Ordering concepts and 

measures of the good life. In A. DellaFave (Ed.), The exploration of 

happiness: Present and future perspectives (pp. 195-226). Dordrecht, 

Netherlands: Springer.



The Unemployed in South Africa

Belgium 

%

SA 

%

1. Optimists 28.3 8.4%

2. Desperate 11.2 56.6%

3. Discouraged 13.6 21.0%

4. Adapted 16.9 13.9%

5. Withdrawn 29.9 None

• Employment commitment
• Job seeking behaviour
• Experience of unemployment

De Witte, H., Rothmann, S., & Jackson, L.T.B. (2012). On the 
psychological consequences of unemployment in South Africa. SA 
Journal of Economic and Management Sciences, 15(3), 235-252.



South African Context

• Industrial relations: remain volatile; 

work to improve employee relations 

and engagement

• Job creation a top priority: 325 000 

jobs created since 2008, 3.35 million 

people added to the job market 

• Renewed focus: creating a more 

equitable society in South Africa

• Businesses’ role in tackling the 

education crisis: quality of education 

needs to improve dramatically; 

involvement of school principals



Work Context: Employees …

 prefer work that provides independence, 

challenges, and opportunities to acquire 

new knowledge and skills might find it 

difficult to escape from job demands.

 are less likely to have full-time contracts 

and little life-long job security. 

 want empowerment, involvement, and 

participation. 

 have to master the tasks of a specific job, 

but need personal and interpersonal 

competence. 

 need to become computer literate and 

well-educated – often lack basic skills in 

reading, writing and mathematics. 

 may come from different cultures, 

languages, backgrounds, and 

expectations. 



Well-being: The Path 

from XA to YB



Stress: Antecedents and Consequences

Stressor Psychological (Un) 

Well-being

Organisational 

Commitment

PRIM SEC TER PRIM SEC TER

Work relations

Work-life Balance

Overload 

Job security

Resources

Job aspects

Primary (N = 685)
Secondary (N = 338)
Tertiary (N = 595)

Moderate effect

Large effect



We should not just study stress and burnout 
… we should go beyond fixing problems into 
promoting flourishing

• It is not only a matter of getting 
teachers to do their work, but 
rather how to get them to do 
their best work

• But, how can a school fosters 
that when work-life balance and 
burnout are becoming more of a 
concern? 

• What can schools do to make 
sure the right people get on 
board and stay with the school? 



Teachers Are Flourishing When They …

Feel satisfied 
with their lives 
(and different 
life domains), 
experience 

positive 
emotions, are 

psychologically 
well, and are 
socially well

Multi-dimensional 

nature of well-being 

(FEEL and 

FUNCTION

well) 



Flourish! PERMA

• Pleasure

• Engagement

• Meaning

• Accomplishment

• Positive relations

Seligman, 
2011 



Flourishing in South Africa

Sample Languish Moderate Flourish

General population            
(N = 1050)

20.0%                               67.8% 12.2%

Pharmacy students           
(N = 782)

2.7% 57.0% 40.3%

IT professionals                 
(N = 205)

3.9% 58.5% 37.6%

Managers                            
(N = 507)

3.0% 48.5% 48.5%

Rothmann, S. (2013). From happiness to flourishing at work: A 

southern African perspective. In M.P. Wissing (Ed.), Well-being 

research in South Africa: Cross-cultural advances in positive 

psychology - Volume 4 (pp. 123-152). Dordrecht, The 

Netherlands: Springer.



Definitions: Feel Well 

• Job satisfaction: the extent to which 

employees like their jobs

• Positive affect balance: Positive affect 

relates to the frequency or presence of 

positive or pleasurable emotions, such as 

joy and happiness. Negative affect 

indicates adverse emotions, such as 

sadness or feeling dejected. 



Definitions: Function Well

• Need for autonomy is satisfied: experience freedom and choice 

when carrying out an activity. 

• Need for competence is satisfied: feel effective in interacting with 

the environment; sense that one can apply knowledge and skills to 

one’s work. 

• Need for relatedness is satisfied: to love and care for others, and to 

be loved and cared for. 

• Experience meaning at work: subjective judgments that work is 

worth doing and valuable.

• Have a purpose at work: have goals and a sense of directedness, 

and have aims and objectives at work. 

• Are engaged (with physical vigour involved in tasks, alert and 

involved at work, and connected to the job/others while working).



Responses: Flourishing

High Score

I understand how my work contributes to my life meaning 33.4%

I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful 34.0%

I have found a meaningful career 31.8%

I feel free to express my opinions and ideas in this job 18.6%

The tasks I do at work are in line with what I really want to do 23.3%

I really master my tasks at my job 33.5%

I feel competent at my job 37.7%

At work I feel part of a group 29.4%

At work no one cares about me 43.3%

I get so into my job that I loose track of time. 30.2%

I feel energised when I work. 48.9%

I am passionate about my job 59.1%



Theories/Models Explaining Flourishing

• Relational model: Relational contexts shape engagement, 
meaningfulness, relatedness and competence by deepening 
individuals’ experiences of the purposes of their work and by 
heightening their sense of belongingness at work; through 
empathic acknowledgement and an enabling perspective; and 
through energizing interactions and emotional relief (Kahn & 
Heapy, 2014). People who are given feedback on their 
strengths are significantly more likely to feel highly engaged 
and to be more productive than people who are given 
feedback on their weaknesses. 

• Work beliefs: Meaning of work is the set of beliefs that an 
individual holds about work which results in experiences of 
psychological meaningfulness. A calling has been defined as 
a “meaningful beckoning toward activities that are morally, 
socially and personally significant”.



Work as 
a job

Work is a means 
to a financial 

end

Work as 
a career

Work for 
rewards that 
accompany 

advancement

Work as 
a calling

Work 
contributes to a 

greater good 
and makes the 
world a better 

place

Work Beliefs and Meaningful Work

Studies in South Africa and Zambia confirmed the 

results of international studies that to view your job as a 

calling contributes to meaning. Can jobs be recrafted?



Theories/Models Explaining Flourishing

• Self-determination theory: A manager or leader 
should show support for autonomy, competence 
and relatedness satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2008).   

• Positive practices: Positive practices (which 
support virtuousness in an organisation) are 
positively correlated with perceived performance, 
including innovation, quality, turnover and 
customer retention (Cameron et al., 2011). Six 
categories of positive practices, namely caring, 
compassionate support, forgiveness, inspiration, 
meaning and respect, integrity and gratitude. 



Antecedents of Flourishing (Managers)

Variable Estimate SE Est/SE p

Work Role Fit .28 .05 5.27 .000*

Job Characteristics .27 .07 3.99 .000*

Overload -.02 .05 -0.42 .672

Supervisor Relations .02 .07 0.32 .752

Co-worker Relations .20 .06 3.61 .000*

Advancement -.06 .05 -1.09 .275

Remuneration .14 .05 2.84 .005*

* p < .01

Rothmann, S. (2014). Flourishing in work and careers. In 

M. Coetzee (Ed.), Psycho-social career meta-capacities: 

Dynamics of contemporary career development (pp. 

203-220).  Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer 

International Publishing.

R2 = 43%



Responses: Antecedents

High Score

My principal encourages employees to speak up when 

they disagree with a decision

33.9%

My principal encourages everyone to speak about what 

they feel

34.8%

My principal gives me helpful advice about improving my 

performance when I need it

29.5%

My principal supports my attempts to acquire additional 

education or training to further my career

33.1%

My principal can be trusted 42.1%

My principal is accessible 43.9%

This job gives me considerable opportunity for 

independence and freedom in how I do the work

63.0%

My co-workers value my inputs 50.7%



Responses: Antecedents

High Score

My co-workers value my inputs 61.2%

I feel worthwhile when I am around my co-workers 61.3%

Work primarily enough to earn enough money to support 

their lives outside the job

14.3%

Work to move to better, higher level jobs 21.8%

Work is an important part of life; pleased to be in the line 

of work

37.2%



Predictors of Flourishing

Variable Flourishing Dimension

Meaning/ 

Purpose

Aut Comp Rel Engage

Job orientation - -

Career orientation

Calling + +

Task +

Principal support + + +

Co-worker relations + + + +



Responses: Outcomes

High Score

Outcomes

I frequently think of quitting my job 25.0%

Perform poor compared to my peers 25.0%

I find it difficult to focus my attention while at work 12.2%

I feel emotionally drained from my work 26.0%

The emotional impact of my work is more than I can take 16.9%



Outcomes of Flourishing/Languishing

Burnout Performance Intention to 

Leave

Work orientation: Job + - +
Work orientation: Career + +
Work orientation: Calling + -
Principal support - -
Co-worker relations -
Nature of task +
Meaning and purpose -
Autonomy satisfaction - -
Competence satisfaction

Relatedness satisfaction

Work engagement +
Lack of positive practices +



Indirect Effects of Flourishing



Promoting Flourishing

• Pathway 1: Psychological meaningfulness – recraft 

work (having a purpose) and increase person-

environment fit (through human resource 

management initiatives, such as recruitment, 

selection, induction, training and development and 

performance management); teambuilding in schools 

to promote co-worker relations) 

Steger, M. F., Littman-Ovadia, H., Miller, M., Menger, L., &
Rothmann, S. (2013). Engaging in work even when it is
meaningless: Positive affective disposition and meaningful work
interact in relation to work-engagement. Journal of Career
Assessment, 21, 348-361.



Promoting Flourishing

• Three  main  ways  in  which  teachers  

can  re-craft  their  work:  

– By reframing  the societal rationale of their 

work;

– By taking on additional work that is more 

closely related to that which they like; 

– By giving more time, energy and attention to 

tasks  that  provide  meaning  and  engage  

them. 



Promoting Flourishing

• Pathway 2: Prepare schools principals 

(and management staff), co-workers and 

teachers to create a motivational climate 

by focusing on psychological need 

satisfaction (autonomy, competence and 

relatedness)



Principals’ Supportive Behaviour
Autonomy support
 Encourage teachers to participate in important decisions.
 Strengthen teachers to speak about what they feel.
 Listen to different points of view before coming to conclusions.
 Encourage teachers to speak up when they disagree with a decision.

Competence support
 Support teachers’ attempts to acquire additional training or education to further their 

careers.
 Give teachers helpful feedback about their performance.
 Care about whether or not teachers achieve their goals.
 Make sure that teachers get the credit when they accomplish something substantial on 

the job.
 Give teachers helpful advice about improving their performance when they need it.
Relatedness support
 Treat staff fairly.
 Show commitment to protect staff interests.
 Do what they say they will do.
 Are accessible. 
 Have confidence in teachers’ abilities.



Promoting Flourishing

• Pathway 3: Increase teacher engagement in their 
work:

– Deepen teachers’ experiences of the purposes of 
their work and heighten their sense of belongingness 
at work; 

– Maintain empathic acknowledgement and an enabling 
perspective

– Establish energizing interactions and emotional relief

– Focus on strengths of individuals in relation to work 
roles

– Provide resources (job and personal) to deal with 
demands



Promoting Flourishing

• Pathway 4: Build positive practices on school level: 
The central theme centres around contributions made 
by the school to the welfare of its human capital. 
Improvement in parent satisfaction, internal climate, 
employee participation, and quality of teaching occurs 
when schools 
– provide compassionate support for teachers

– emphasize positive and inspiring messages to teachers

– forgive mistakes

– express gratitude to and confidence in teachers

– clarify the meaningfulness of the work being done, and

– reinforce an environment characterised by respect and 
integrity. 



Limitations

• A need exists for a single diagnostic measure that 
can provide a quick overview of well-being at 
work on a frequency scale 

• Studies were cross-sectional: longitudinal and 
experimental studies required to prove the 
causality

• There are other dimensions of flourishing not 
included in this presentation (e.g. learning, 
harmony). Research is needed regarding these 
dimensions



Finally …

• Interventions are not only necessary to help 
languishing people, or to assist moderately 
flourishing people to function optimally: 
interventions are needed to KEEP people 
FLOURISHING! 
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www.optentia.co.za


