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Solutions to Negative Emotions

Abstract

In this summative chapter, the volume editors discuss some of the

“antidotes” to negative emotions that the authors in this volume have set out.

The summary is arranged in five sections: (1) Negative emotions as
learning opportunities; (2) attributions and cognitive reframing;

(3) importance of emotional intelligence; (4) leader empathy and
organizational support; and (5) benefits of solving employee negative
emotions.

Despite the pervasiveness of negative emotions and experiences in

organizations, they can lead to positive outcomes if handled appropriately.

The chapters focus on a wide variety of important but under-researched
topics in emotions and affect; and contain many original solutions to dealing

with such emotions that may ultimately prove beneficial to organizations.

Organizations that are good at helping their employees cope with negative
emotions have a competitive advantage in improving their employees’ job

performance and organizational commitment.

The negative emotions examined in the volume chapters have an impact on

employee well-being. Thus, coping with these emotions is crucial to society.

The chapters in this volume provide a variety of original solutions to what

some might see as an “epidemic”’ of negativity in organizations.
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Solutions to Negative Emotions

The chapters in this volume explore a wide variety of intense negative emotional

experiences at work, including failure, job insecurity, social rejection and abuse. The authors of

these chapters have also proposed insightful solutions to these negative events and emotions. In

this chapter, we go over their solutions while also proposing a few suggestions of our own. We

hope academic researchers will be stimulated to do new research on these proposed solutions. In

addition, we believe that practicing managers and employees might find these remedies useful in

their own working lives. We have arranged these solutions into five categories:

1.

Failure and other negative experiences as learning opportunities: The positive side
of negative emotions.

The crucial role of attributions and cognitive reframing.

The importance of emotional intelligence, emotional management, and
psychological resilience.

The role of leader empathy and organizational support in helping employees cope.
The benefits to organizations of solving employee negative emotions: Better

performance and organizational commitment.

As readers can see from these categories, we begin and end with a positive perspective.

Negative emotions and experiences can sometimes have positive outcomes for both individuals

and organizations, and organizations that are good at helping their employees cope with negative

emotions have a competitive advantage in improving their employees’ job performance and

organizational commitment.
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Failure and Other Negative Experiences as Learning Opportunities:
The Positive Side of Negative Emotions

The authors of two of the chapters in this volume (Chapters 1 and 11) emphasize that
negative emotions and experiences may ultimately have some positive long-term benefits. The
first chapter on failure, by Smollan and Singh, considerably expands on this theme. As the
authors rightly observe, failure can be a learning experience. Thomas Edison is reputed to have
famously stated on his early efforts to create a lightbulb, “I have not failed. I’ve just found
10,000 ways that won’t work.”! In many areas of life and work, failure is part of the learning
process. Indeed, as Edison would have known so clearly, failure is an essential part of innovation
and creativity, and Smollan and Singh were right to emphasize how failure can lead to new ideas
and inventions. Moreover, as they point out, failure can lead to renewed commitment and extra
effort; or to the exploration of other more fruitful avenues. Perceptively, Smollan and Singh also
recognize that positive emotions, such as pride and hope, in combination with the experience of
failure can lead to rosy outcomes. These positive emotions and personality traits can steer actors
to respond to failure with renewed effort and creativity instead of giving in to despair and shame.
As Edison further observed, “Many of life’s failures are people who did not realize how close
they were to success when they gave up.”?

Likewise, in Chapter 11, Svetieva and Lopes also argue that we should not take for
granted that positive emotions invariably produce the best outcomes. In a provocative study, they
explore the effects of supervisors’ emotional displays and feedback specificity on subordinates’
perceptions of the leader and on subordinates’ motivation levels. Their study highlights that

emotional displays are an art form and must be managed with skill and sophistication. This

! As quoted by Elkhorne (1967, p. 52)
2 As quoted by Henderson (2007, p. 22).
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important conclusion echoes earlier findings by Newcombe and Ashkanasy (2002) that a leader
who attempts to provide positive feedback while at the same time displaying negative expression
is likely to be seen as untrustworthy by subordinates.

The work on leader emotional labor (see Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 2011; Humphrey,
2012; Humphrey et al., 2008) also argues that leaders need to use judgment and discretion when
deciding on the most appropriate emotional displays to show to employees. In general, although
leaders who create a positive workplace culture and who express positive emotions to their
employees do best overall (Burch et al., 2013; Humphrey, 2008), there are some situations where
displays of negative emotions are appropriate and even necessary (Humphrey et al., 2008;
Newcombe & Ashkanasy 2002).

In fact, human beings evolved all their emotions, even ostensibly negative emotions like
anger and fear, because they helped us survive (Ashkanasy et al., 2017). Anger may be useful,
although too often it is used inappropriately. As Aristotle stated, anger is what the just man feels
at injustice, yet “Anybody can become angry — that is easy, but to be angry with the right person
and to the right degree and at the right time and for the right purpose, and in the right way — that
is not within everybody's power and is not easy.”® Thus, while it might be appropriate for
managers to display anger to employees who are willfully doing wrong, displaying this anger to
the right degree and in the right way requires considerable judgment and emotion management
skills. When employees are purposely working slowly or otherwise misbehaving, displays of
impatience, irritation, and even anger might produce improvements in performance. Nonetheless,

a wise manager would also seek to uncover and address any factors, such as poor working

3 As quoted by Leonard, Miles, & Van der Kar (1942, p. 203)
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conditions, unfair treatment, etc. that might be motivating employees to commit

counterproductive work behaviors.

The Crucial Role of Attributions and Cognitive Reframing

Many of the authors in this volume convincingly argue that how people respond to
negative events plays a large role in how they are affected by the events. In particular, people’s
attributions about the causes of the events, and their ability to use cognitive reappraisal, play a
large role in how well they can cope with the negative incidents. Smollan and Singh argue in
Chapter 1 that people with higher emotional intelligence can avoid unproductive rumination
about failures and use various cognitive reappraisal techniques to help them interpret failure in
more useful ways. By using cognitive reappraisal, people may reframe failure as a learning
opportunity, not as a final defeat.

This perspective on reframing failure as a learning opportunity is consistent with the
research on learning orientation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). According to this model, people with
a learning goal orientation see mistakes as a natural part of the learning process, and as a result,
they maintain a positive attitude and are also willing to try risky opportunities and engage in
learning new skills. In contrast, people with a performance goal orientation see performance in
terms of the end goal, as opposed to learning and development.

There are two types of performance goal orientation, moreover: (1) prove goal
orientation and (2) avoid goal orientation. People with a prove goal orientation prefer to stick
with tasks that they can already perform well, thus showing off their skills in areas they are
already competent in. This hinders willingness to try new tasks and the learning of new skills.
People with an avoid goal orientation aim to avoid failure and embarrassment, thus they are even

more averse to learning through failure. In a demonstration of this, De Pater and her colleagues
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(2009) gave participants in an assessment center the opportunity to perform either complex tasks
or simple repetitive tasks. Those with an avoid orientation were more likely to perform the
simple tasks. This had considerable career implications because the study found that performing
complex tasks increased perceptions of competency for career advancement.

Leaders can also increase a person’s willingness to adopt a learning goal orientation. For
example, Dragoni (2005) found that the instructions that leaders give to employees influences
whether they see a task as a learning opportunity. Leaders may also increase their followers’
learning goal orientations and response to feedback by creating positive leader-member
exchange relationship with their followers (Bezuijen et al., 2010).

In Chapter 2, Russell and Victoria outline the coping strategies in use by environmental
change agents, and also examine reappraisals methods. In particular, these authors examined the
research on three styles of coping: (1) meaning focused, (2) problem focused, and (3) emotion
focused. Meaning focused coping is a type of cognitive reappraisal method and, according to
some research (e.g., see Folkman, 2008; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2007; Guo et al., 2013) is the
most effective of the three coping mechanisms. Meaning focused coping enables us to interpret
events in more productive emotional ways, in essence, to rewrite our own stories in a way that
promotes self-esteem, motivation, and a sense of purpose. Russell and Victoria also highlight the
importance of emotional resilience, a concept similar to the psychological resilience espoused by
Luthans and his colleagues (2006), which we will go over in the next section.

Moura and her co-authors detail in Chapter 8 their findings about the experience of and
response to anger, and they argue for the crucial role that attributions and cognitive reappraisals
play in coping strategies. These authors maintain that targets of anger have better health

outcomes when they attribute sender’s anger to external events (an external attribution) rather
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than to the sender (an internal attribution). They further tout cognitive reappraisal as an effective
strategy since prior research (e.g., see Gross & John, 2003) has related it to positive health
outcomes. Like Gross and John, Moura and her associates also found that targets of anger who
used expression as a strategy had fewer negative health outcomes and higher self-esteem. In
contrast, they found that those who used the suppression of emotions to cope with being the
target of anger had worse health outcomes.

Wei and her colleagues in Chapter 10, addressing the paradoxical situation in which
supervisors are compassionate but unethical, focus on a related process: sensemaking. These
authors argue that employees engage in sensemaking activities to understand the apparent
discrepancies in their supervisors’ behaviors. Followers’ interpretation of both the situation and
their managers’ behaviors influence followers’ emotional responses and the extent to which they
form a shared moral identity with their supervisors. Moreover, Wei et al. argue this process can
ultimately decide whether followers will engage in unethical behavior themselves at the behest
of their supervisors. Most of the major ethical scandals that have rocked the business and
political world in the last few decades have involved large numbers of willing and compliant
subordinates. Thus, the theories the authors of this chapter lay out should have widespread
applicability that, in turn should help followers to recognize when they are falling into these

ethical traps (and thus may form a partial solution to this complex problem).

The Importance of Emotional Intelligence, Emotion Management, and Psychological
Resilience
As Ashkanasy and Humphrey (2011) point out, the ability to manage emotions plays an
important role in almost all the proposed solutions to negative emotions. This theme is taken up

in Chapter 6, where Fischbach and Schneider outline how emotional labor (as a form of
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emotional regulation — see Troth et al., 2018) can be leveraged to enable organizations to deal
with setbacks and to catalyze successful outcomes. Similarly, the authors of Chapter 7 (Langerud
and his associates) note that emotional regulation motives can play a key role in turning
negativity into positive outcomes. Their chapter addresses an important and frequent occurrence,
unmet entitlement needs.

Not surprisingly, many of the chapter authors (e.g., Smollan and Singh in Chapter 1,
Russell and Victoria in Chapter 2) mention the important role that emotional intelligence plays in
helping people cope with negative emotions. Ashkanasy and Daus (2005) classified the research
on emotional intelligence into three “streams:” (1) ability measures, (2) self-reports, and
(3) mixed competencies models. The MSCEIT V2.0 (Mayer, 2002) is the most well-known
Stream 1 ability measure of emotional intelligence. The ability approach emphases the
“intelligence” aspects of emotional intelligence, and measures emotional intelligence using
objective right and wrong questions analogous to the way cognitive ability is measured. In
contrast, both the Streams 2 and 3 measures use self-reports (or sometimes peer/supervisor/other
ratings). Thus, they measure emotional intelligence the same way as most measures of
personality. Indeed, some researchers in these two camps regard emotional intelligence as a type
of personality trait (Petrides et al., 2007). For example, “Trait EI” has been defined as “a
constellation of emotion-related self-perceptions and dispositions located at the lower levels of
personality hierarchies” (Vernon et al., 2008, p. 635, based on Petrides et al., 2007).

The main differences between Stream 2 and 3 measures are that Stream 3 measures
incorporate a wider variety of emotion-related abilities, such as conflict management, and many
mixed competencies models also include learned skills in addition to personality traits (Bar-On,

1997; Boyatzis, 2011). Although the three streams differ somewhat in their conceptualizations of
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emotional intelligence, all include the ability to perceive and manage emotions, both within
oneself and about others.

This idea is reinforced in a meta-analysis by Andrei et al. (2016), who investigated
whether the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire (TEIQue) has incremental validity when
predicting coping ability and other measures of well-being. Of relevance to our discussion is
their finding that the TEIQue shows incremental validity when predicting coping (see Petrides et
al., 2007) and coping strategies, rumination, and life satisfaction.

Meta-analyses further confirm the importance of a more comprehensive set of emotional
intelligence measures to mental and physical health outcomes. The first emotional intelligence to
health meta-analysis, by Schutte et al. (2007), found that “emotional intelligence had a weighted
average association of r =. 29 with mental health, r =. 31 with psychosomatic health, and r =. 22
with physical health” (p. 921). The second meta-analysis, by Martins et al. (2010), confirmed the
earlier results. In a third meta-analysis, Sarrionandia and Mikolajczak (2020) sought to understand
why trait emotional intelligence is positively related to both mental and physical health. These
authors found that emotional intelligence positively links to healthy behaviors, including social
support, a healthy diet, physical activity, and adequate sleep, and negatively related to unhealthy
behaviors, such as risky sexual behavior, reckless driving, and substance abuse.

Relatedly, Troth et al. (2021), in a chapter on emotions and wellbeing at work, discuss
evidence regarding how an individual’s emotional intelligence is positively associated with their
level of workplace wellbeing and negatively with depression and burnout, and the role of gender
(with stronger effects for women). These authors also present research suggesting emotional
intelligence helps employees reduce their negative feelings, by increasing positive feelings, and/or

by improving job performance. Moreover, Troth and her colleagues examine two negative
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workplace emotions (anger and fear) and consider that, while both these discrete emotions are
closely tied to well-being, the nature of these ties are not necessarily deleterious, and will vary
according to the stressor or affective event and appraisal to which they are attached; and how
individuals manage those emotions. That is, both anger (e.g., remedying an injustice) and fear (e.g.,
motivate to seek help) have the capacity to lead to positive outcomes. Troth and her associates
recommend that, to create productive and satisfied workers, organizations should incorporate EI in
employee recruitment, training and development programs and consider “fit” in terms of
individuals’ emotional skills and emotional capabilities and the affective demands of the job.

Workplace conflict is a specific but common affective event that is associated with negative
emotions and subsequent outcomes, typically harmful. However, Jordan and Troth (2002) show that
individuals with higher levels of emotional intelligence are more likely, or are more able, to engage
in collaborative conflict resolution, presumably due to their ability to manage and reframe negative
emotion. Conversely, individuals with lower emotional skills were more likely to engage in conflict
resolution strategies of forcefulness and avoidance. Jordan and Troth (2002) extended this to show a
team’s collective level of emotional intelligence positively influences team performance and drives
individual conflict behavior during team performance. Thus, workplace conflict provides a good
example of how phenomenon typically associated with negative emotions can lead to positive
behavioral and performance outcomes with better emotional intelligence.

Job insecurity is another important situation that can provoke intense anxiety based on an all
too often real and important threat to one’s personal and financial well-being. In chapter 4, Jordan,
Ashkanasy, and Lawrence demonstrate how job insecurity can create anxiety that in turn hinders

effective decision-making. Importantly, these authors found that employees’ who possess individual
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skills of being aware of emotions and managing emotions (two key emotional intelligence skills)
were less likely to succumb to poor decision-making.

In another series of meta-analyses, authors have further demonstrated the incremental
validity of emotional intelligence for a wide variety of the most important work-related
outcomes. These meta-analyses have examined the relative importance of emotional intelligence,
cognitive ability, and each of the Big Five personality traits. What has emerged from these
studies is overwhelming support for the primacy of emotional intelligence as the best predictor
across a wide range of important work-related outcomes (see Table 1 for a summary of these

findings).

Table 1 about here

Two meta-analyses (Hodzic et al., 2018; Mattingly & Kraiger, 2019) have also found
consistent support for the effectiveness of training people in emotional intelligence abilities and
competencies. Given the multitude of positive benefits that accrue from emotional intelligence,
training people in emotional intelligence is likely to be the most important step that HR staff can
do to mitigate negative emotions and to improve employee well-being and performance.

Our chapter authors also mention the role of emotional resiliency in coping with negative
emotions (e.g., Russell & Victoria in Chapter 2). Di Fabio and Saklofske (2018) examine the
relative importance of emotional intelligence and personality to resiliency. Consistent with the
meta-analyses data in Table 1, these authors found that emotional intelligence demonstrates
incremental validity over personality measures when predicting both students and workers levels

of resiliency. This is especially important because resiliency, by definition, refers to the ability to
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cope with negative emotions and other life stressors. Luthans (2002) defines resilience as the
“positive psychological capacity to rebound, to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, uncertainty,
conflict, failure, or even positive change, progress and increased responsibility” (p. 702).

Bartone (2006) uses a case analysis to describe the practical steps that a leader can take to
build employee resilience. Humphrey (2013) summarized these steps under the following
headings:

(a) Create meaning out of an ambiguous situation: employees need to feel that their work
has a larger meaning and purpose.

(b) Participation and empowerment: allowing employees to participate in planning builds
commitment.

(c) A controllable task: assign employees tasks that are within their abilities to complete and
that have a definite beginning and end.

(d) Recognition: Give employees recognition and other awards to further build their
resiliency.

Luthans et al. (2006) argue that human resources managers need to focus more on developing
organizational support for employee resilience as well as developing employees’ personal
resiliency. Their recommendations offer some practical suggestions to HR professionals about
how to increase resilience, which should in turn reduce problems due to negative emotions.

Training employees in mindfulness might also provide solutions to negative emotions.
Studies have demonstrated that mindfulness-based therapy/exercises increase well-being,
alleviate clinical and nonclinical problems (e.g., anxiety, stress, depression, negative feeling,
pain, and burnout, etc.), and enhance work performance, job satisfaction, and social relations

(Brown & Ryan, 2003; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2017; Schutte & Malouff, 2011; Wright &
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Schutte, 2014). Meta-analyses have shown that emotional intelligence is positively related to
mindfulness (Miao et al., 2018b), so training in mindfulness might improve emotional
intelligence competencies, and conversely, training in emotional intelligence competencies might
also improve mindfulness. Indeed, a qualitative review of the literature has found that training in
mindfulness is designed mostly to reduce stress, which suggests that it is useful for mitigating

negative emotions (Eby et al., 2019).

The Role of Leader Empathy and Organizational Support in Helping Employees Cope
In Chapter 3, Amirzadeh and her co-authors address the important issue of social
rejection, and they argue that managers should take a leading role in helping employees cope
with such rejection. Indeed, empathic and emotionally intelligent leaders are likely to be of
considerable value in helping employees cope with the wide variety of negative emotions
covered in this book. This perspective is consistent with work on leader empathy. Indeed,
Humphrey and his co-authors (see Burch et al., 2016; Humphrey, 2002; Kellett et al., 2006) have
argued that empathy is crucial to leadership and helps leaders change their followers’ negative
emotions into productive positive feelings of confidence, optimism, and enthusiasm.
Supervisors also need support, and Talukder (chapter 9) goes over the importance of
family support to supervisors. In a fascinating empirical study, Talukder found that supervisor
family support was related to not only the supervisor’s job satisfaction and life satisfaction, but

also to the supervisor’s organizational commitment and job performance.

The Benefits to Organizations of Solving Employee Negative Emotions:
Better Performance and Organizational Commitment
Although we already discussed learning orientation as an individual personality trait or

orientation, organizations can also adopt a learning orientation that encourages employees to see
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failure as a learning opportunity and as an inevitable result of innovation efforts. Organizations
that take a learning orientation have a sustainable market advantage and increased organizational
performance (Baker & Sinkula, 1999). Thus, transformational leaders should help their
employees cope with the negative emotions that come from failure by creating a culture that
interprets failure as part of the learning and innovation process (Coad & Berry, 1998).

Ashkanasy and Hartel (2014) note further that organizations are steeped in emotion that,
just as in individuals, can fluctuate from day-to-day. Moreover, consistent with the affect
circumplex model (Tellegen et al., 1999), these authors argue that positive and negative emotions
can and do frequently co-exist in organizations. Thus, organizational members striving for an
important goal may simultaneously experience exhilaration (that a much-anticipated goal is close
to attainment) and dread that something will go wrong (and the opportunity will be missed). The
key here is to develop a resilient organizational emotional culture (Héartel, 2008) based in
positive emotions that can enable organizational members to overcome emotional obstacles and
to retain a positive outlook. This theme is taken up in Chapter 1, where Smollan and Singh
discuss how “failing” is not the same as “failure” and how employees can employ resilience to
overcome obstacles that lead ultimately to success. They cite in particular the work of
Moenkemeyer and colleagues (2012), noting that these authors, “have documented how self-
efficacy, outcome expectancy, optimism, hope, self-esteem, and risk propensity, built the resilience
of team members.” A similar message emerges in Chapter 2, where authors Russell and Victoria
identify the three distinct emotional coping strategies we discussed earlier and document how
resilient “sustainability change agents” can deal with setbacks and help organizations to deal
constructively with (apparent) setbacks.

Developing effective emotional labor display rules may be key to creating a positive

organizational climate. In chapter 5, Dickason gives a powerful demonstration of this in her
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analysis of emotional labor in hospital settings. She discusses both effective and ineffective uses
of emotional labor, and thus provides a useful guide as to how to improve the performance of
emotional labor. In chapter 6, Fischbach and Schneider give an insightful analysis of how
context influences emotional labor, and they develop a model of emotional labor built around the
characteristics of jobs, roles, and levels of professionalism. Thus, like Humphrey et al. (2008),
they demonstrate how specific job duties determine the type of emotional labor performed by
people at work. An understanding of how these job duties influence the emotions that people feel
at work can help organizations lead with the right forms of emotional labor (Humphrey, 2008;

Humphrey et al., 2015).

Conclusions

The chapters in this volume have explored a variety of intense and frustrating negative
emotions and emotion arousing events, including failure, social rejection, unethical behavior,
burnout, and being the victim and recipient of anger. Although some of these events seem to
have no positive benefits, in some cases the events have serendipitous long-term consequences,
insofar as they can stimulate learning, personal growth, innovation, and positive change.

Even when there is no upside, there may still be solutions to these vexing negative
feelings and workplace problems. Cognitive reappraisal, for example, is a well-established and
effective method for coping with negative emotions (cf. Folkman, 2020). When done properly, it
can help people reframe their interpretation of events along more productive and useful lines of
thinking and feeling.

Emotional intelligence has also emerged as a powerful predictor of a variety of personal
and professional outcomes, ranging from well-being, physical and mental health, and overall life

satisfaction to more work-specific outcomes such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
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and job performance both as followers and as leaders. Fortunately, our emotional intelligence
and related emotional competencies are not fixed and predetermined at birth. They can be
improved with training; people can learn to be more emotionally competent (see the chapters in
Ciarrochi & Mayer, 2013).

In addition, a related skill, mindfulness, can also be taught and has been shown to help
with stress and other negative emotions (see Glomb et al., 2011). Moreover, individual
psychological resiliency can be increased, and organizations can also develop programs to help
their employees experience resiliency. Organizational support and leader empathy can go a long
way towards solving many of the problems discussed in this volume.

Organizations can also develop positive organizational cultures (e.g., see Ashkanasy &
Hartel, 2014) that reduce the occurrence of negative emotions and that promote positive
emotions and overall well-being among their employees. There is a benefit to organizations in
doing so because a positive organizational culture also increases performance and financial
performance.

In sum, the theme of this volume, “Emotions and Negativity” is not all bad. Chapter
authors detail a wide-ranging set of means to ameliorate negative emotions in organizational
settings. Moreover, as we note in this concluding section, even when there seems to be no

upside, help may still be at hand.
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Table 1. Representative findings from meta-analyses of emotional intelligence effects

Employee emotional intelligence is the best predictor of:
Job Satisfaction— (Miao et al., 2017a, 2017¢)
Organizational Commitment— (Miao et al., 2017a)
Turnover Intentions— (Miao et al., 2017a)
Organizational Citizenship Behavior— (Miao et al., 2017b)
Counterproductive Work Behavior— (Miao et al., 2017b)
Employee emotional intelligence is second best predictor (after cognitive ability) of:
Job Performance— (O’Boyle et al., 2011)
Leader emotional intelligence is the best predictor of:
Follower Job Satisfaction (Miao et al., 2016)
Follower task performance (Miao et al., 2018a)

Follower Organizational Citizenship Behavior (Miao et al., 2018a)

Note: All results include controls for cognitive ability and each of the Big Five

personality traits.
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