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Importance of Mental Health 
• 10% of the employed 

population have taken time off 

work for depression 

• An average of 35 workdays are 

lost per depression episode 

• 50% of people with depression 

are untreated 

• Cognitive problems (lack of 

concentration and poor decision 

making) are present 94% of the 

time during an episode of 

depression 

 

 

Source: World Federation for 

Mental Health (2017). Mental 

health in the workplace. 



Importance of Mental Health 
• Health care expenditures are 

nearly 50% greater in high-

pressure organisations than 

in other organisations 

• 80% of workplace accidents 

are attributed to stress 

• Work relations, work/life 

imbalance, overload, job 

insecurity, and nature of job 

lead to mental health 

problems (large effect) 

 

 

 

Lower rank 

employees are 

even more at 

risk 

Seppala, E., & Cameron, K. (2015). 

Proof that positive work cultures are 

more productive. Harvard Business 

Review. 



Importance of Mental Health 

• South Africa has the highest 
number of actively disengaged 
workers of 25 countries 
assessed 

• Annual cost of mental health 
problems estimated to be 2.5 
trillion dollars 

• Individuals who flourish, are 7 
times more inclined to be 
engaged in their work 
(compared to languishing 
individuals). 

 

 

Mental health  

matters for 

the bottom 

line 

Rothmann, S. (2016). Employee 

engagement. In M.F. Steger, L. 

Oades, A. Delle Fave, & J. Passmore 

(Eds.), Wiley Blackwell handbook of 

positivity and strengths based 

approaches at work. 



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 

Same job for next 5–10 years; Physical work conditions are 

unpleasant; Work performance closely monitored; 

Organisation is constantly changing; Work is dull and 

repetitive; Deal with difficult clients; Do not enjoy job 



Responses: Antecedents (N = 513) 

High Score 

My manager/supervisor encourages employees 

to speak up when they disagree with a decision 

33.9% 

My manager/supervisor can be trusted 42.1% 

My co-workers value my inputs 50.7% 

I find it difficult to focus my attention while at 

work 

12.2% 

I feel emotionally drained from my work 26.0% 



Problems regarding Mental Health 

• Prejudice and discrimination 

• Policies exists: A shared vision is lacking 

• 80% of people with serious illnesses are unemployed, 

while 70% want to work 

• People find it difficult to discuss mental health difficulties 

• In 8/10 papers employability of those with mental health 

problems was rated lower than those with disability or no 

disability: less support and understanding for those with 

mental health difficulties 

 



Problems regarding Mental Health 

• 44% of a UK sample of 500 employers thought that 

employees suffering from stress are able to work 

effectively at all time points 

• 42% of employers thought that the aim of policies about 

mental health is to avoid legal problems 

• Effective and cost-effective workplace interventions are 

available, but stigma increases, especially in difficult 

economic conditions 

• Not only employee attitudes, but also public attitudes are 

barriers to equality 

 



Human nature will be changed by our theories 

• Human nature is more 
designed than discovered  

• We design human nature 
by designing the institutions 
in which people live.  

• Bad data change social 
practices until the bad data 
become good data 

Ideas change 

people even when 

they are false! 

Warning 



Mental Health Continuum (Corey Keyes) 

• Empirically, mental health and 
mental illness are not opposite 
ends of a single measurement 
continuum.  
• Mental health is a syndrome of 

symptoms of an individual's 
subjective well-being.  
• Subjective well-being is 

individuals' perceptions and 
evaluations of their own lives in 
terms of their affective states and 
their psychological and social 
functioning. 

 

Keyes, C. L. M. (2013). Protecting and promoting 

positive mental health: Early and often throughout 

the lifespan. In C. L. M. Keyes (Ed.), Mental well-

being: International contributions to the study of 

positive mental health (pp. 3–28). Dordrecht, The 

Netherlands: Springer. 



Incomplete 
Mental 

Illness(Struggle) 

Complete 
Mental Health 

(Flourish) 

Complete 
Mental Illness 

(Flounder) 

Incomplete 
Mental Health 

(Languish) 

High mental 

illness symptoms 

Low mental 

illness symptoms 

High subjective well-

being  symptoms 

Low subjective well-

being  symptoms 



Understanding Sustainable Flourishing 

• How can mental health be 

promoted at work? 

• How can work/learning be done in 

ways that are sufficiently 

intrinsically motivating not to 

undermine further interest in 

work/learning?  

• What are the keys to lasting 

flourishing? How can one avoid 

detrimental habits to form before 

they do?  



People Flourish 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)  



Flourishing in Life 

Emotional Well-

being 

Psychological Well-

being 

Social Well-being 

Positive affect  Self-acceptance Social contribution 

Negative affect Personal growth Social integration 

Life satisfaction Positive relations Social actualization 

Purpose in life Social acceptance 

Environmental 

mastery 

Social coherence 

Autonomy 

Keyes, C. L. M. (2013). Protecting and promoting positive mental 

health: Early and often throughout the lifespan. In C. L. M. Keyes (Ed.), 

Mental well-being: International contributions to the study of positive 

mental health (pp. 3–28). Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer. 



Flourishing in Life 

Sample Languish Moderate Flourish 

General population        

(N = 1050) 

20.0%          67.8% 12.2% 

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. 



Flourishing at Work Scale (FAWS) 

Emotional Well-

being 

Psychological Well-

being 

Social Well-being 

Positive affect  Autonomy Social contribution 

Negative affect Competence Social integration 

Job satisfaction Relatedness Social actualization 

Meaning and purpose Social acceptance 

Engagement Social coherence 

Learning 

Rautenbach, C., & Rothmann, S. (submitted). Flourishing 

at work: The psychometric properties of a multi-

dimensional scale. Journal of Happiness Studies.  



Psychological Well-being 

Autonomy Experience freedom and choice when carrying out a 

task. 

Competence  Feel effective in interacting with the environment. 

Relatedness  Feel connected to others 

Engagement Are alert at work and experience absorption and 

involvement. 

Are physically involved in a task and show vigour. 

Are connected to job and show dedication and 

commitment. 

Learning Perceive that one is acquiring and can apply knowledge 

a d skills to o e’s ork. 
Meaning and 

purpose 

Experience work as meaningful, understand how work 

o tri utes to life’s ea i g; feel that the ork he or 
she does serves a greater purpose, and that the work 

helps him or her make sense of the world. 



Social Well-being 

Dimension Definition 

Social acceptance Are positive towards and accepting of 

diversity in people in the organization. 

Social actualisation 

(growth) 

Believe in potential of others (individuals, 

groups and organizations). 

Social contribution Regard own daily activities as adding 

value to the organization and others. 

Social coherence Find the organization and social life 

meaningful and comprehensible. 

Social integration Experience sense of relatedness, comfort 

and support from the organization. 



Flourishing at Work 

Sample Languish Moderate Flourish 

Employees (foods) 

(N = 779) (work) 

8% 56.1% 35.9% 

Academics 

(N = 339) (work) 

12.4% 44.5% 43.1% 

Teachers (secondary 

schools) 

6.59% 49.22% 44.19% 

Rautenbach, C., & Rothmann, S. (2017). 

Psychometric Validation of the Flourishing-at-

Work Scale – Short Form (FWS-SF): Results and 

implications of a South African study. Journal 

of Psychology in Africa, 27(4), 303-309. 



Mental Health: Consumable Goods of (N = 779) 



Mental Health of Teachers (N = 258) 

2.93 

3.22 

2.88 

3.26 

3.1 

3.33 

4.03 

3.96 

3.78 

3.4 

3.47 

3.2 
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3.24 

3.14 

3.81 

3.2 
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Interaction between Affective Disposition 
Meaningful Work 

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. 



To bring about flourishing 

we have to pay attention 

to the seed  as well as 
the soil  – the people as 

well as the context. 

 

Even the most 

extraordinary seed cannot 

thrive in toxic soil 

Worline, M.C. & Dutton, J.E. (2017). 

Awakening compassion at work: The 

quiet power that elevates people and 

organizations. Oakland, CA: Berrett-

Koehler Publishers 



1. Focus on attitudes, motivation 
and behaviours 

2. Understand the biological 
perspective 

3. Consider the context and 

culture 

4. Understand and promote 

sustainable flourishing 

Lessons: I/O Psychology Perspective 



1. Focus on Attitudes, Motivation and Behaviour 

 

 

 

 

 

• It is possible to assess and 

influence what people think, 

believe, do and feel.  

• Learning principles can be applied 

to change attitudes and behaviour: 

e.g. to advance health and well-

being. 

• Emotions make people view reality 

from a different perspective  

• People might do things for 

backward-looking reasons, but 

even more, for significance-seeking 

• Systems 1 and 2 thinking 

(Kahneman) 



2. Utilise Biological Perspectives to Understand 

• Learn about the physical workings 

of the brain and the effects thereof 

on attitudes motivation and 

behaviour. 

• Biology alone isn't enough: 

understand the roots of 

cooperation, empathy and altruism 

(our best side), and violence, 

aggression and competition (our 

worst).  

• Context (and culture) and 

psychology matter to understand 

attitudes, motivation and 

behaviour 



3. Always Consider the Context 

• To fully explain behaviour, 

we must begin to 

understand how the context 

(job characteristics, social 

characteristics, and 

managerial practices) 

influences behaviour.   

• Understand the interaction 

between person and 

environment 
 

 



Building Resilience 

• If people lack the resilience to 
make changes to better their lot 
in life it might be because they 
don't have 
• the organisation and political 

voice to get heard 
• the chance to benefit from a 

changing economy 
• the social safety net - 

education, health care, jobs - 
to cope with change. 

 

Michael Ungar 



4. Pathways to Sustainable Flourishing 

•Pathway 1: Manage 
energy 
• Put your own health first 
• Learn to walk before you 

run 
• Sleep longer to achieve 

more 
• Eat, move and sleep to 

de-stress 
 

 

 



4. Pathways to Sustainable Flourishing 

• Pathway 2: Promote meaning-making, significance 
and purpose by allowing employees opportunities to 
recraft their work, utilising strengths, and promoting 
high-quality relationships and person-environment fit 
(through human resource management initiatives, 
such as recruitment, selection, induction, training and 
development and performance management).  

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. 



4. Pathways to Sustainable Flourishing 

Pathway 3: Care about psychological need satisfaction 

• Autonomy satisfaction 
• Encourage employees to participate in important decisions 

• Encourage employees to speak up when they disagree with a 
decision 

• Competence satisfaction 
• Provide helpful performance feedback. 

• Care about whether employees achieve their goals. 

• Relatedness satisfaction 
• Treat employees fairly. 

• Sho  o it e t to prote t e plo ees’ i terests. 
 



Care and Presence are Crucial 

• Care: We have to do better  

tha  good e ough :  
Developing a caring mindset 

• Caregiver warmth as 

perceived by the receiver: 

critical for resilience 

• Presence: Being there with  

(not only for) people, within  

their contexts matters.  



4. Pathways to Sustainable Flourishing 

• Pathway 3: Ensure work engagement 
• Deepe  i di iduals’ e perie es of the 

purposes of their work and heighten 

their sense of belongingness at work;  

• Maintain high quality relationships with 

leaders/ supervisors and co-workers 

• 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 

 



Pathway 4: Build Positive Institutions 
• Pathway 4: Build positive 

institutions 
• Foster social connections 

• Emphasize positive and inspiring 

messages to employees 

• Express gratitude to and 

confidence in teachers 

• Go out of your way to help 

• Encourage people to talk to you  

• Reinforce an environment 

characterised by respect, 

understanding and integrity.  

• Clarify the meaningfulness of the 

work being done 



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!  



Thank You 
www.optentia.co.za 


