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Abstract

The teaching profession is characterized by high demands and teachers who thrive are bet-
ter able to navigate their demanding context than teachers who survive. Based on theories
on strengths use we propose that strengths interventions which help teachers to identify,
use, and develop their strengths can enhance their thriving (vitality and learning) which
enables them to perform better. In addition, based on the socioemotional selective theory
we propose that strengths interventions are especially beneficial for older teachers because
it fits their goals and skills. We conducted a quasi-experimental study, in which 152 teach-
ers and their team leaders participated in a strengths intervention. Longitudinal survey data
indicated that the strengths intervention contributed to older teachers’ (>46 years old)
vitality, which in turn, contributed to their performance. No significant effects were found
for younger teachers. We discuss the implications of our study for older teachers.

Keywords Strengths - Thriving - Teachers - Performance - Intervention

The teaching profession is known for its increasingly demanding nature caused by chal-
lenges like the complexity and diversity of the pupil population, excessive working hours,
and increased administrative burden (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011; Ingersol et al., 2016)
Next to these high demands, teachers often experience a lack of job resources such as
social support, autonomy, and participation in decision-making, which could potentially
help them cope with the demanding nature of their profession (e.g., Bakker et al., 2007,
Boldrini, et al., 2019; Salanova et al., 2006). Given this challenging context it is important
that schools do not only help their teachers to survive (i.e., preserving resources or being
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stuck) but also to thrive (i.e., obtaining resources and making progress), in terms of feeling
energized and alive (vitality), and achieving greater knowledge and understanding (learn-
ing; Hall et al., 2009; Joseph & Linley, 2008; Porath, et al., 2012; Saakvitne, et al., 1998;
Spreitzer et al., 2005;). Both components of thriving help individuals to determine whether
their actions are successful and what needs to be changed to obtain growth and perfor-
mance (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Therefore, teachers who thrive are better able to navigate
through their demanding work context and make the needed changes in order to improve
their own functioning at work (Spreitzer et al., 2005).

Strengths interventions seem to be a promising tool to promote thriving. Although there
are many different conceptualizations of strengths (e.g., character strengths; Peterson &
Seligman, 2004), we define strengths more broadly as specific individual characteristics,
traits, and abilities that are naturally present within an individual and that, when used, gen-
erate energy and drive performance (Linley & Harrington, 2006; Miglianico et al., 2020;
Wood et al., 2011). This definition captures the agreement between different definitions of
strengths and allows participants to give their own interpretation to the meaning of their
strengths instead of imposing a somewhat more restrictive definition (Wood et al., 2011).
An example of a strength is perseverance which captures the ability to overcome obsta-
cles and to finish what one started. By participating in a strengths intervention, employees
develop insight into their strengths, and how to apply and develop them at work (Ghielen
et al., 2018; Wood et al., 2011). People who identify their strengths evoke vivid memories
about their ‘best self’, resulting in higher levels of energy (Cable et al., 2015; Linley &
Harrington, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), and vitality (e.g., Ghielen et al.,, 2018).
Moreover, participation in a strengths intervention has been linked to self-improvement
skills of educational professionals (Meyers et al., 2015; Van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019).
Therefore, strengths interventions are a promising tool to fuel both components of thriving.
In turn, it can be expected that thriving enhances performance, because workers who feel
vital tend to put extra effort into task accomplishment (Kark & Carmeli, 2009; Tummers
et al., 2016) and workers who are engaged in learning are more likely to develop skills and
knowledge that can help them in performing effectively (Abid, 2016; Spreitzer & Sutcliffe,
2007).

In addition, since the aging of the teacher population and age-related declines in per-
sonal resources (Bakker & Hakanen, 2019) may have important implications for the abil-
ity of older teachers to continue to thrive (e.g., Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Truxillo et al.,
2015), we aim to investigate whether a strengths intervention is especially beneficial for
older (vs. younger) teachers. Because the term ‘older worker’ is contested and may be used
for workers aged from 40 to 75 years old (Collins et al., 2009; Veth et al., 2015), we use this
term in a relative sense, compared to the age of team members (Beier et al, 2022). Offered
Human Resource (HR) practices, like strength interventions, only fuel employees’ thriv-
ing when these align with their goals (Taneva & Arnold, 2018). Older people, compared
to their younger counterparts, tend to be more able and motivated to use their strengths in
comparison to younger people because older individuals usually have a greater understand-
ing of their abilities and professional identity and are more inclined to set goals that fit their
self-concept (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001; Fasbender et al., 2019; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004;
Roberts & Caspi, 2003). Therefore, we expect that a strengths intervention will fit the goals
of older teachers in particular and will therefore be most beneficial for them.

With this study, we contribute to the literature in three ways. First, we investigate the
effect of a strengths intervention on two components of thriving — vitality and learning.
Although several studies have suggested that participating in a strengths intervention
enhances energy and work engagement (e.g., Ghielen et al., 2018) as well as the skills
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needed for self-improvement (Meyers et al., 2015; Van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019), it is
still unknown whether a strengths intervention also leads to higher levels of learning and
thriving during work.

Second, we investigate the moderating impact of age. Although older workers expe-
rience. declines in personal resources, they can still thrive with the right HR practices
(Taneva & Arnold, 2018). However, there is still limited knowledge about what specific
HR practices might fuel older aged teachers’ thriving and, in turn, will optimize their per-
formance. Our study therefore contributes to the literature on aging workers (e.g., Fas-
bender et al., 2019; Koojj et al., 2017) and the positive activity model (Lyubomirsky &
Layous, 2013), which suggest that the effectiveness of positive activities depend on per-
sonal features like age.

Third, our study makes a methodological contribution to research on strengths interven-
tions and on teacher well-being. Only (quasi-) experimental studies can establish causality,
and such studies are urgently needed in an organizational context and particularly in an
educational setting (Quinlan et al., 2012; Eden, 2017; Van Woerkom et al., 2021).

1 Strengths Interventions, Teacher Performance, and Thriving

Strengths interventions are a specific form of a Positive Psychological Intervention (PPI),
which have generated much interest over the past years. PPIs are “[...] treatment methods
or intentional activities that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviors, or cognitions” (Sin
& Lyubomirsky, 2009, p. 468) and that enable individuals to transition from a ‘languish-
ing’ state to a ‘flourishing’ state (Keyes, 2005). Several systematic reviews and meta-anal-
yses have shown that PPIs can improve desirable work-related outcomes (Donaldson et al.,
2019; Van Woerkom, 2021; White et al., 2019). Strengths interventions aim to enhance the
identification, use, and development of one’s strengths (Ghielen et al., 2018; Wood et al.,
2011). According to character strengths theory, an individual typically possesses three to
seven signature strengths (Seligman, 2004) that, even though they are relatively stable,
can be developed by practice and accumulation of skills and knowledge (Miglianico et al.,
2020; Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). An example of a strength that could be relevant for
teachers is patience, referring to the ability and willingness to suppress annoyance when
confronted with a delay (e.g., a student who has trouble learning). By participating in a
strengths intervention, individuals develop insights into the traits, abilities and character-
istics that allow them to perform at their personal best (Wood et al., 2011). Several studies
have provided empirical evidence for the positive relationship between strengths interven-
tions and performance at work (e.g., Dubreuil et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2016) or between
strengths use and job performance (van Woerkom et al., 2016). However, limited evidence
exists regarding the psychological processes that may explain this relationship (Ghielen
et al., 2018; Quinlan et al., 2012).

We propose that thriving may act as a mediating variable, that transmits the effect of
a strengths intervention on performance. The construct of thriving represents an experi-
ence of personal growth of which the two dimensions of vitality and learning capture
both a cognitive and affective aspect (Porath et al., 2012). Although vitality and learning
separately can indicate some progress toward personal development at work, it is only in
concert that they enhance one another to form the experience of thriving (Porath et al.,
2012, p. 251). Spreitzer et al. (2005) notes that this assumption is based on two rea-
sons. First, both the cognitive and affective dimensions of psychological experiences are
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intertwined (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), leaving no exception for thriving. Second, vitality
represents the hedonic (pleasure attaining and pain avoidance) and learning the eudai-
monic (self-realization) component of well-being, which is considered as a multidimen-
sional construct with facets that complement each other (Kahneman et al., 1999; Ryan
& Deci, 2001; Spreitzer et al., 2005). This combination of experiencing both aspects of
well-being is what differentiates thriving from related constructs like resilience, sub-
jective well-being, and work engagement (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009; Spreitzer et al.,
2005, 2010). For example, while work engagement mostly captures the hedonic compo-
nent of well-being, thriving also captures the eudaimonic part which is attained through
the pursuit of excellence and realization of potential (Waterman, 2013).

We expect that both components of thriving can be enhanced as a result of participa-
tion in a strengths intervention, and that thriving, in turn, is related to increased per-
formance. As for vitality, many researchers argue that people who use their strengths,
experience feelings of aliveness and energy because they can act in accordance with
their authentic selves (e.g., Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Linley, 2008; Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004). This is supported by both correlational and intervention research revealing
relationships between strengths use on the one hand and subjective vitality (i.e., energy
and aliveness; e.g., Forest et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2011) and work engagement, includ-
ing vigor, on the other hand (Van Woerkom et al., 2016). In turn, workers who feel vital,
work with positive energy and enthusiasm and are prompted to put extra effort into task
accomplishment (Kark & Carmeli, 2009; Tummers et al., 2016). In accordance with this
idea, research has shown that vigor is indeed positively associated with work perfor-
mance (Bakker & Bal, 2010). Moreover, findings of a cross-sectional study by Dubreuil
et al. (2014) suggest that strengths use is related to performance mediated by vitality.

As for learning, strengths use theory (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) proposes that
using one’s signature strengths is related to feelings of mastery and rapid learning
curves when the learning themes are aligned with one’s strengths. By participating in
a strengths intervention, individuals increase their knowledge about how they can use
their strengths to perform at their personal best, making it possible to attribute per-
formance to factors within their personal control (Ghielen et al., 2018; Martocchio &
Dulebohn, 1994; Wood et al., 2011). In turn, participants will hold more positive attri-
butions towards the future and personal growth (Karademas, 2006; Van Woerkom &
Meyers, 2019). Former research has linked participation in a strengths intervention to
self-improvement skills of graduate students (Meyers et al., 2015) and educational pro-
fessionals (Van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019), which is seen as a perquisite for growth
(Robitschek & Cook, 1999). It can therefore be expected that strength interventions will
also enhance teachers’ learning. When workers are more engaged in learning, they are
more equipped to utilize the newly learned skills and knowledge, which in turn enhances
their performance at work (Abid, 2016; Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007). In accordance with
this idea, research by Lejeune et al. (2021) has shown that when learners are actively
engaged in their own learning process, they will show higher performance at work.

In sum, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Participating in a strengths intervention has a positive effect on performance.

Hypothesis 2 Participating in a strengths intervention has a positive effect on vitality
(H2a) and learning (H2b).
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Hypothesis 3 Both vitality (H3a) and learning (H3b) have a positive effect on
performance.

Hypothesis 4 The two components of thriving: vitality (H4a) and learning (H4b) mediate
the positive relationship between participation in a strength intervention and performance.

2 The Moderating Role of Age

We propose that a strengths intervention better suits the needs and goals of teachers
who are relatively older compared to their peers and will therefore lead to a greater
increase in their thriving. In order for people to benefit from a positive activity such as
participating in a strengths intervention, they must fully engage in it, feel motivated,
and believe that their hard work will pay off (Layous et al., 2013a, 2013b; Layous et al.,
2013a, 2013b; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011). For that reason, Lyumbomirsky and Lay-
ous (2013) conclude that certain positive activities are better suited for certain people.
Carstensen’s (2006) socioemotional selective theory (SST) explains that people set their
goals as a function of their age. Specifically, SST assumes that the higher an individu-
als’ age, the more they will perceive future time as increasingly limited, shifting their
attention from future oriented goals like knowledge acquirement to more present-ori-
ented and emotionally meaningful goals like feeling authentic and motivated. In addi-
tion, since people gain more self-knowledge over their life span, they learn more about
their own strengths and deficits, and use this knowledge to develop a strong and clear
(professional) identity (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001; Fasbender et al., 2019). While aging,
people become more inclined to select experiences that deepen and refine this identity
(Roberts & Caspi, 2003). Indeed, Kanfer and Ackerman (2004) have shown that older
people are more inclined than younger people to turn towards tasks that support their
self-concept (i.e., tasks in which they have a lot of expertise) and that provide them
with the opportunity for positive experiences. For these reasons, older teachers might be
more motivated than their younger counterparts to fully engage in a strengths interven-
tion that stimulates them to identify, use and develop their strengths because the inter-
vention aligns more closely with their goals. Consequently, they will experience greater
increases in thriving after participating in a strengths intervention. This is in line with
a study by Kooij et al. (2017) showing that an intervention aimed at adjusting the job to
personal strengths, was more beneficial for older workers.
Based on the reasoning above, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 5 The indirect effect of participating in a strength intervention on performance
through vitality (H5a) and learning (H5b) is stronger for older (vs. younger) teachers.

3 Method

To increase transparency, we report in our methods section how we determined our sample
size, all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations, and all measures in the study as recom-
mended by Simmons et al. (2012).
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3.1 Participants and Procedure

Participants were teachers and team leaders working in nine different Dutch schools for
Vocational Education and Training (VET). After the school management approved par-
ticipation, teaching teams (16 teams in total) were invited to participate in three consec-
utive strengths trainings and to fill in one pre- and two post-intervention online surveys.
Training participation was not mandatory but highly encouraged by management. To
prevent contamination within teaching teams, we applied cluster randomization (Nielsen
& Miraglia, 2017) assigning complete teaching teams to either the experimental condi-
tion or the wait-list control condition. We declare that we only used these two condi-
tions and that no conditions were dropped. Based on the moment of registration, uneven
team numbers (e.g., first, third, fifth team etc.) were assigned to the experimental condi-
tion and even numbers (e.g., second, fourth, sixth team etc.) to the wait-list control con-
dition. Also, teams of the same school, located at the same address, were assigned to the
same condition to avoid cross-contamination. Two teams had to be manually switched
from one condition to another (one team from the experimental condition to the con-
trol condition and one team form the control condition to the experimental condition)
because of their busy schedules. Three teams that were included in the experimental
condition dropped out after the first training because of a lack of fit between their expec-
tations and the content of the trainings. The study gained approval by the research ethics
committee of the relevant university, and we adhered to the Dutch code of conduct for
social scientists.

Participants were asked to fill out the baseline survey approximately one month
before the first training started and the follow-up surveys directly after the last training
and approximately two months after the last training for the experimental condition. The
baseline survey (T1) and the two follow-up surveys (T2 and T3) were the exact same
surveys apart from minor differences (e.g., exclusion of demographic variables after T1;
addition of training evaluation questions at the T2 survey of the experimental condi-
tion). Participants were rewarded with a gift voucher of 50 euros when they completed
all three the questionnaires. As an extra incentive, the teaching teams were rewarder a
dinner voucher when all participants of the teaching team filled out all three the surveys.

The sample size in this study was partly based on practical considerations, since we
received a grant from the Dutch government to deliver our training to teacher teams in
Dutch schools for Vocational Education and Training (VET). Based on the amount of
the grant, we were able to deliver the training to a maximum of 16 teacher teams, which
resulted in a total of 263 participants that took part in this study (n =130 in the experi-
mental condition and n=133 in the control condition) of which 153 (58.2%) responded
to all three surveys. The data of one person was deleted because this person indicated
not to have been present during the trainings, resulting in a final data set of 152 par-
ticipants (n=>56 in the experimental condition and n=96 in the control condition). No
additional data was dropped.

Based on calculations in G*power (Faul, et al., 2009), this sample size of 152 was
sufficient to detect small effect sizes (f2=0.012) in both the moderation part of our
analysis including five predictors (power of 0.92), and the mediation part of our analysis
including four predictors (power of 0.94). This resulted in an approximate power of 0.87
for the complete moderated mediation model when multiplying the powers of the mod-
eration and the mediation part of our analysis (based on the joint significance method,
see MacKinnon et al., 2002).
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Participants were teachers and their team leaders, who reported an average of 17.24
teaching hours per week (SD=8.01), and an average of 31.35 working hours a week
(SD=8.31). These figures are similar to the average working hours per week (34, in 2020)
of VET teachers in the Netherlands (DUQO, 2021). The average age of the participants was
44.53 years (SD=10.77, missing=2) and the majority of the participants were female
(n=87, 57.2%), which is similar to the average age (47, in 2018) and the proportion of
women working in VET schools in the Netherlands (52%, in 2020) (MBO DUO, 2018;
Raad, 2021). Most participants completed a bachelor’s degree (n=112, 73.7%), 14.5%
completed basic and intermediate vocational education (n=22) and 11.8% had a master’s
degree (n=18). Furthermore, participants’ average organizational tenure was 9.82 years
(SD=28.42).

3.2 The Strength Intervention

The strengths intervention consisted of three consecutive 4-h trainings with one month in
between each session and led by a professional trainer. The design of the trainings was
based on the definition of strengths interventions by Quinlan et al. (2012), referring to
training processes aimed at identifying, using, and developing strengths. In addition, the
integrative model to promote strengths development in organizational environments devel-
oped by Miglianico et al. (2020) was used as a framework to design the structure and
process of the trainings. This model proposes that the protocol of strengths interventions
should encompass the five steps of preparation, identification, integration, action, and eval-
uation, to promote strengths development in organizations. The content of the intervention,
its connection to the steps of the integrative model and Quinlan’s definition of strengths
interventions are presented in Table 1.

3.3 Measures
3.3.1 Performance

Performance was measured with one-item (‘In general, how would you rate your own per-
formance?’) adapted from the measure developed by Wright and Staw (1999). Participants
were asked to evaluate their performance on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (bad) to 10
(excellent).

3.3.2 Thriving

Thriving was measured with the 10-item scale developed by Porath et al., (2012). The
scale includes 5 items assessing vitality (e.g., ‘At work, I feel lively and vital’), and 5 items
assessing learning (e.g., ‘At work, I continue to learn as time goes on’). All items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from one (totally disagree) to five (totally agree).

A CFA, using the R Lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012), confirmed that all items loaded
on the intended components (T1 X2=68.816, df=34; CFI=0.96, SRMR=0.08; T2
X2 =88.144, df=34; CFI=0.94, SRMR =0.08; T3 X2 =83.971.816, df=34; CFI=0.94,
SRMR =0.07). Both subscales showed good reliabilities at all measurement moments (o
vitality T1=0.81, T2=0.83, T3=0.86, and « learning T1=0.90, T2=0.90, T3 =0.82).
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Because this research was part of a larger research project, we also included other meas-
ures of well-being (e.g., work engagement), learning (e.g., teacher professional develop-
ment), performance (e.g., innovation), and contextual factors (e.g., supervisor support for
strengths use) in the surveys that were not used in the analyses and results section of this
manuscript.

3.4 Analyses

In the analysis, pre-intervention differences between the experimental and wait-list con-
trol conditions were investigated using one-way ANOVA'’s. No significant differences were
found for vitality (F(1151)=0.41, p=0.52, n2 =0.003) and performance (F(1151)=2.43,
p=0.12, 1*=0.02) at baseline. However, a significant small difference between the experi-
mental (M =4.18, SD=0.42) and control (M=3.96, SD=0.74) condition (F(1150)=5.53,
p=0.02, 1*=0.03) was found for learning at baseline. However, we controlled for the base-
line values of the dependent variable and respective mediator in all analyses. A significant
medium difference was also found for age (EX: M=48.20, SD=9.51; CON: M =42.40,
SD=10.93; F(1149)=10.77, p<0.01, n2=0.07), which was also controlled for in the
analyses.

To assess the direct relationships (Hypothesis 1, Hypothesis 2, and Hypothesis 3), the
mediating effect of thriving (Hypothesis 4), and the conditional indirect effect (Hypoth-
esis 5), conditional process analysis was conducted using model 7 of the SPSS PROCESS
macro version 3.5 (Hayes, 2013). Moreover, to pinpoint the region of significance for the
moderation effect, the Johnson-Neyman technique was used. For all analyses, a 95% boot-
strap CI with 5000 samples was constructed as proposed by Shrout and Bolger (2002). The
data and codebook used to conduct the analyses are freely available at OSF (Tobias, 2023).

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 reports the means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables.
There was no significant correlation between condition (experimental vs waitlist control
condition) and vitality at T2, learning at T2, and performance at T3. Condition was posi-
tively correlated with age (r=0.30, p <0.001) meaning that participants in the experimen-
tal condition were slightly older. Learning at T2 and vitality at T2 were both positively
correlated with performance at T3 (respectively r=0.20, p <0.05 and r=0.38, p<0.001).
Age was not significantly correlated with vitality at T1 and T2 (respectively r=—0.01,
p=0.898 and r=0.05, p=0.586) or learning at T1 and T2 (r=-0.11, p=0.205 and
r=-—0.03, p=0.759). See Table 3 for the means and standard deviations of the study vari-
ables per condition.

4.2 Hypotheses Testing

The direct effects of the condition on performance T3 (H1), the condition on vitality T2
and learning T2 (H2), and the direct effects of vitality T2 and learning T2 on performance
T3 (H3) are presented in Tables 4 and 5. In contrast with hypothesis 1, the results of con-
ditional process analysis indicate that the condition did not have a significant direct effect
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Table 3 Means and standard
deviations of the study variables

Experimental condition

Control condition

per condition M SD M SD
Age 48.52 9.72 42.47 10.96
Vitality T1 3.89 0.52 3.83 0.58
Vitality T2 3.96 0.56 3.73 0.60
Vitality T3 3.90 0.59 3.71 0.60
Learning T1 4.18 0.42 3.96 0.74
Learning T2 4.02 0.60 3.95 0.67
Learning T3 4.02 0.48 3.94 0.54
Performance T1 7.47 0.73 7.68 0.75
Performance T2 7.58 0.73 7.64 0.76
Performance T3 7.53 0.76 7.60 0.66
Table 4 Results of moderated mediation analysis on vitality T2 and performance T3
B SE t P R?
DV: Vitality T2 0.43
F(5144)=18.06%**
Constant 0.90* 0.44 2.04 0.04
Condition 0.14 0.08 1.69 0.09
Age —-.00 0.01 -0.76 0.45
Intervention X age 0.027%* 0.01 2.63 0.01
Vitality T1 0.63%*** 0.08 7.72 0.00
Performance T1 0.05 0.06 0.86 0.39
DV: Performance T3 0.43
F(4145)=25.50%**
Constant 2.38%4* 0.53 4.50 0.00
Condition —0.05 0.10 -0.47 0.64
Vitality T2 0.35%** 0.11 3.28 0.001
Vitality T1 0.06 0.10 0.61 0.54
Performance T1 0.48%#* 0.06 7.76 0.00
Bootstrap results for condition indirect effect of intervention of performance T3 by age
Effect Boot SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI
Low age -0.03 0.05 —-0.15 0.06
(—18D, 34 years)
Average age 0.05 0.03 —0.01 0.12
(0.00, 45 years)
High age 0.13 0.05 0.04 0.24
(+1 8D, 55 years)
Index of moderated mediation Index Boot SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI
0.007 0.004 0.001 0.016

*p<0.01, ¥¥p <0.01, ***p <0.001; N=150; DV =dependent variable. Bootstrap sample size =5000; con-
dition (0= waitlist control condition, 1 =experimental condition).
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Table 5 Results of moderated mediation analysis on learning T2 and Performance T3

B SE t p R?

DV: Learning T2 0.40
F(5144)=6.74%%%*

Constant* 1.44% 0.61 2.38 0.02

Condition -0.05 0.09 -0.57 0.57

Age —-0.01 0.01 -0.82 0.41

Intervention X age 0.01 0.01 0.62 0.54

Performance T1 0.00 0.08 0.05 0.96

Learning T1 0.62%** 0.12 532 0.00
DV: performance T3 0.35
F(4145)=20.58%**

Constant 3.38%k* 0.63 5.34 0.00

Condition 0.06 0.10 0.61 0.55

Learning T2 0.17 0.09 1.83 0.07

Performance T1 0.54%#:#%* 0.07 8.02 0.00

Learning T1 -0.15 0.10 —1.58 0.12

Bootstrap results for condition indirect effect of intervention of Performance T3 by age

Effect Boot SE LL95% CI UL 95% CI
Low age (— 1 SD, 34 years) -0.018 0.02 —0.06 0.02
Average age (0.00, 45 years)  —0.008 0.02 —0.04 0.03
High age (+ 1 SD, 55 years) 0.002 0.03 -0.04 0.07
Index of moderated mediation Index Boot SE LL95% CI UL 95% CI
0.001 0.002 —0.002 0.005

*p<0.01, **p<0.01, **#p<0.001; N=150; DV =dependent variable. Bootstrap sample size =5000; inter-
vention (0 =no intervention, 1 =intervention).

on performance T3 in the model with vitality (see Table 4: B=—0.05, p=0.64) or learn-
ing (see Table 5: B=0.06, p=0.55) for all age groups combined. Moreover, the results
also indicated that condition did not have a significant direct effect on either vitality T2
(see Table 4: B=0.14, p=0.09) or learning T2 (see Table 5: B=—-0.05, p=0.57) for all
age groups combined. This is not in line with hypothesis 2a and 2b. In predicting perfor-
mance at T3 for all age groups combined, learning T2 did not have a significant effect (see
Table 5: B=0.17, p=0.07) but vitality T2 did (see Table 4: B=0.35, p=0.001). These
results are in line with hypothesis 3a but not with hypothesis 3b.

The indirect effect of the condition on performance T3 through vitality T2 (H4a) is pre-
sented in Table 4, and the indirect effect through learning T2 (H4b) is presented in Table 5.
The bootstrap results for the indirect effect of the condition on performance T3 mediated
by vitality T2 do not support Hypothesis 4a by indicating that this effect was not significant
for all age groups combined. However, the indirect effect was significant when age was
high with a confidence interval excluding zero (Effect=0.13, bootstrap CI [0.04, 0.24]).
The indirect effect of the intervention on performance T3 mediated by learning was not
significant for any level of age, with confidence intervals including zero, thereby not pro-
viding support for hypothesis 4b.
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The conditional indirect effects of vitality T2 and learning T2 on performance T3
for different ages (H5a and H5b) are presented in Tables 4, 5. Results of the conditional
process analysis indicate that the effect of the condition on vitality T2 was significantly
moderated by age (see Table 4: B=0.02, p=0.01), but that this was not the case for the
effect on learning T2 (see Table 5: B=0.01, p=0.534), which provides support for hypoth-
esis 5a but not for hypothesis 5b. In line with the above findings, the index of moderated
mediation (Hayes, 2015) was significant for the model including vitality (index=0.007,
SE=0.004, bootstrap CI [0.001, 0.016.]), but nonsignificant for the model including learn-
ing (index =0.001, SE=0.002, bootstrap CI [-0.002, 0.005]). The results of the moderation
part of the analyses showed that the effect of the condition on T2 vitality was only present
for older teachers (effect=0.13, boot SE=0.05, bootstrap CI [0.04, 0.24]). The results of
the Johnson-Neyman analyses indicate that the region of significance starts from the age
of 46 (p=0.05, 47% of sample), signifying that teachers from the age of 46 and up expe-
rienced an increase in their vitality due to their participation in the strengths intervention.
The age x experimental condition interaction effect on T2 vitality is graphically displayed
in Fig. 1.

~ Condition
5,004
® Control
® Experimental
4,00 B S
-—--"7’ 5
e . .
2 3001
:,
» 2,00
1,001
00
T T T
Low Average High
Age

]
Fig. 1 Plot of the two-way interaction effect of age and experimental condition on vitality T2

Note: Low age = 34 years, Average age = 45 years, and High age = 55 years. The 95% confidence interval
values can be found in Table 4
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5 Discussion

The teaching profession is characterized by high work demands and low resources (e.g.,
Bakker et al., 2007; Ingersol et al., 2016) and teachers who thrive are better able to navigate
this demanding context than teachers who merely survive (Spreitzer et al., 2005). For this
reason, we investigated to what extent a strengths intervention can support teacher thriv-
ing and in turn their performance. Moreover, based on the idea that older individuals may
benefit more from positive activities (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013), and may be more
motivated and able to play to their strengths (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001; Fasbender et al.,
2019; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Roberts & Caspi, 2003), we tested whether the indirect
effect of the strengths intervention on teacher performance through thriving was stronger
for older than for younger teachers. Whereas we did not find evidence for a main effect of
the strengths intervention on performance via thriving, we found evidence for a conditional
indirect effect for older aged teachers, mediated by the vitality component of thriving.
Contrary to our hypothesis, we did not find evidence for an indirect effect of the
strengths intervention on performance via vitality or learning for all age groups combined.
The result show that the intervention did not affect thriving in the overall teacher popu-
lation. This is not in line with previous research showing a direct and positive effect of
strengths use and strengths interventions on constructs related to vitality, such as work
engagement (Bakker & Van Woerkom, 2018; Miglianico et al., 2020). Although research
on the effect of strengths use and strengths interventions on learning is sparse (Ghielen
et al., 2018), earlier research has indicated that strengths interventions can increase self-
improvement skills which are seen as a perquisite of learning and development (Van
Woerkom & Meyers, 2019). An explanation for our non-significant results is that the scores
on thriving were already quite high to begin with or that our current strengths intervention
was not powerful enough to motivate teachers to apply their self-improvement skills and
learn. Another explanation could be that the intervention did not meet the current needs of
the overall teacher sample. The teacher profession is known for its demanding nature (e.g.,
Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011; Ingersol et al., 2016) and work pressure is a known contex-
tual factor that hinders the transfer of trained knowledge and skills to practice (e.g., Botke
et al., 2018). According to the positive activity model (Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013), per-
sonal features like motivation and effort influence the effectiveness of a positive activity.
Therefore, it might be that our participants were more inclined to prioritize other activi-
ties, like working on the quality of one’s education or performing administrative tasks,
over putting time and effort into the transfer of the training. In addition, recent work by
van Woerkom (2021) has indicated that one-off PPI’s may not be sufficient to structur-
ally increase well-being and that interventions with policy-level commitment are neces-
sary. Therefore, it might be the case that our strengths intervention on its own was simply
not powerful enough to motivate the overall teacher population to change and that more
structural interventions (e.g., HR practices regarding strengths-based performance reviews
and career development) are needed to sustain the effect of one-off strengths interventions.
Although we did not find evidence for an effect of the strengths intervention on thriv-
ing in the overall teacher sample, our results provide partial support for the hypothesis that
thriving fuels performance by showing that feeling vital positively influenced performance.
The absence of the effect of learning contradicts earlier research showing that learning and
development enable performance (e.g., Cerasoli et al., 2018). However, the effect of learn-
ing on performance may only manifest over time, as learning is not a one-time event but
a cyclical process of preparing, executing, and reflecting on learning tasks (Molenaar &
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Jarveld, 2014). The timeframe of the current study may have been too short to capture the
effects of learning on performance that may unfold over a period of several weeks if not
months whereas vitality might have a more short-term effect on performance. In addition,
it has long been established that learning is only a necessary, but not a sufficient condition
for behavioral change—and hence performance increases—to occur because contextual
factors such as manager support determine to what extent newly developed knowledge and
skills can be applied at work (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2000; Tannenbaum & Yukl, 1992). Our
finding that vitality is a predictor of performance, even in the absence of learning, sup-
ports the idea that both components of thriving are valuable for performance (Porath et al.,
2012). However, the effects may be stronger when a person experiences both vitality and
learning (i.e., thriving) at the same time (Porath et al., 2012).

The fact that we did not find evidence for most of the direct and indirect effects in our
total sample may indicate that a strengths intervention is not capable of providing teach-
ers with the right tools to cope with the work demands that they face and support their
thriving (and in turn their performance). Current reviews argue that the effects of positive
psychology interventions are rather small (e.g., Carr et al., 2021; White et al., 2019), and
that this might be because the effects of PPIs depend on individual characteristics (Nielsen
& Miraglia, 2017). Our study suggests that age is an important characteristic to consider in
this respect. In support of the idea of Nielsen and Miraglia (2017) and the positive activity
model (Lyumbomirsky & Layous, 2013), that specific PPI’s might work better for certain
people than for others, we found that as a result of participating in a strengths intervention,
older aged teachers built an increased feeling of vitality, which, in turn, was related to an
increase in performance. These findings support our assumption that older teachers might
be more motivated to play to their strengths in comparison to their younger counterparts.
Hence, a strengths-based intervention might be a relevant tool within the educational sector
since the teacher population is aging.

The fact that we did not find an effect of the intervention for younger aged teachers
contradicts previous research that shows that a strengths intervention leads to favorable
outcomes for students (e.g., Meyers et al., 2015). Therefore, we expect that in the context
of the teacher profession, the needs of younger teachers do not fully align with strengths
interventions. According to SST (Carstensen, 2006), younger people are more inclined to
perceive the future as open ended and therefore tend to focus on future oriented goals like
career development. Therefore, younger teachers might be less interested in capitalizing
on their strengths and be keener to remediate deficits that are crucial for the progression
in their career. Hence, a strengths intervention that acknowledges past successes and a per-
son’s qualities might not fit with their needs to focus skill improvement, especially when
the work pressure is high and the time to work on personal development is limited.

Contrary to our expectations, our results suggest that a strengths intervention was not
able to fully support the thriving of older teachers, because we found only increases in the
vitality component but not the learning component of older teacher’s thriving. Although
research indicates that older people are less inclined to focus on future-oriented goals like
learning and development (Carstensen, 2006), we expected that helping teachers to con-
sider their strengths as a starting point for their further development would give them with
a new perspective on learning that better suits their needs. However, acknowledging the
qualities of older teachers may also trigger the development of a fixed mindset by empha-
sizing that individuals already have what it takes to be successful (Biswas-Diener et al.,
2011). This may further de-emphasize the necessity that older people feel to develop
themselves hence decreasing the older teachers’ perceived urgency of learning. Therefore,
future researcher of strengths interventions might consider to explicitly address a growth
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mindset in their intervention, by emphasizing that existing qualities can be further refined
and built upon.

5.1 Limitations and Future Research

The results of this study are subject to several limitations. First, to avoid possible treatment
contamination, we assigned complete teachings teams to one of the conditions. Further-
more, we assigned teams sequentially (i.e., based on even, uneven) instead of randomly to
the conditions because not all teams were enrolled at the same time, and the busy sched-
ules of the teams required us to plan their training sessions right after their enrollment in
the study. Furthermore, after the teams were assigned to the conditions, some teams indi-
cated that they were only available during a specific period after which we had to manually
switch those teams between the conditions. Therefore, a selection bias may have occurred
despite our efforts to avoid it (Larzelere et al., 2004). However, as mentioned in the method
section, we did not find any difference between the experimental and control condition at
baseline except for age and learning, which were both included in the analyses. Related to
this point, due to the drop-out of teams in the experimental condition (reason for drop-out
is unknown), the control condition was significantly larger (experimental condition n=56,
control condition n=96) than the experimental condition and seemed more motivated to
participate in the study (higher and faster response on the survey). This might indicate
that the anticipation of future participation in the training increased the motivation of the
participants in the wait-list control condition to fill out the surveys. Future studies should
control for this effect by applying a research design in which the control condition does
not have to wait for participation in the trainings. For example, with the use of an active
control condition in which the control condition participates in a similar activity that does
not target the desired outcome and which takes place at the same time as the experimental
condition (e.g., Boot et al., 2013).

Second, the influence of contextual factors on the transfer of the trainings were not cap-
tured in our research. The teacher profession is known for its working environment char-
acterized by high demands (e.g., high work pressure) and lack of resources (e.g., teacher
involvement in decision making) to deal with these demands (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik,
2011; Bakker et al., 2007) which could possibly influence the success of the strengths
trainings. This is in line with research on transfer of training (e.g., Botke et al., 2018; Burke
& Hutchins, 2007) that describes how contextual factors can hinder knowledge transfer
from the training to work. Since we did not measure any of the contextual factors with our
survey, we do not know how these contextual factors influenced the effect of the interven-
tion. Therefore, it is recommended for future research to assess the fit between the needs of
the participants and the intervention and to include contextual factors that might influence
the transfer in the surveys.

Third, performance was measured using a one-item scale indicating general perfor-
mance at work. Although the multi-dimensionality of job performance has been acknowl-
edged (e.g., Motowidlo & Van Scotter, 1994), previous research by Wright and Staw
(1999) has shown that a one-item rating of general performance was significantly corre-
lated (r=0.69, p<0.0001) with a four-dimension construct of performance. Moreover, the
use of a single-item scale is reasonable when the construct is judged to be concrete and if
the goal of the study is to investigate the general nature of the construct (Lee, et al., 2000;
Sackett & Larson, 1990), as was the case in this study. However, for future research, it
might be interesting to investigate whether thriving is equally important for different facets
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of performance (e.g., task performance and contextual performance; Borman & Motow-
idlo, 1997).

Fourth, the dropout rate of this study was quite high (41.2%). Although participants
were informed about the goal of the trainings, were frequently reminded about the sur-
veys, and participation in all three the surveys was rewarded with a gift voucher, partici-
pants still dropped out due to various reasons (e.g., work pressure, different expectations
from the training). Additional analyses show that the group of participants that dropped
out scored significantly lower on thriving than the rest of the participants at baseline. This
was the case for vitality (F(1, 228)=5.68, p=0.02, Drop-outs: M =3.66, SD=0.59, Partic-
ipants: M=3.85, SD=0.56) and learning (F(1, 228)=4.13, p=0.04, Drop-outs: M=3.87,
SD=0.58, Participants: M=4.04, SD=0.65) but not for age (F(1, 228)=0.29, p=0.59)
and performance (F(1, 228)=1.85, p=0.18). It is therefore possible that the sample was
not completely representative of the teacher population and further research should be con-
cerned with keeping participants with lower levels of thriving involved.

5.2 Practical Implications

Traditionally, organizations emphasize the deficits and difficulties that older workers expe-
rience since they are experiencing age related declines (e.g., Cau-Bareille, 2014; Jaoul
& Kovess, 2004; Josten & Vlasblom, 2015). However, our results indicate that shifting
the focus towards the strengths of older employees might be more beneficial in terms of
increased vitality and performance. Enabling especially older teachers to feel vital and to
perform better is important since the teacher population is aging and teacher shortage is
large and a growing problem (Adriaens et al., 2019; Phillips & Sui, 2012). Therefore, it is
important to put a stop to the premature drop-out of older teachers to reduce further teacher
shortages.

In accordance with recent developments in research that emphasize the importance of
person-intervention fit (e.g., Lyumbomirsky & Layous, 2013; Nielsen & Miraglia, 2017),
our results underline the value of selecting the right intervention for the right people. By
specifically targeting older teachers for participation in a strengths intervention, training
costs could be saved for the younger and middle-aged teachers who might not benefit that
much from a strengths training when it comes to their vitality and performance. Moreover,
a strengths intervention might not be the right tool to invest in when the goal is to increase
teacher learning. It is therefore important to invest in the evaluation of the needs of the tar-
get group and select the right intervention that will meet those needs.

Related to the importance of a fit between the person and the intervention, we also
argue that the effectiveness of the intervention depends on the effect of the context in
which it is implemented. It is well known that the teacher profession is characterized by
a demanding work environment and lack of resources to deal with job demands (e.g.,
Bakker et al., 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). This could make it harder to success-
fully transfer the knowledge and skills that have been learned in a training. It is there-
fore recommended to invest in the evaluation of possible hindering contextual factors
before investing in a PPI.

@ Springer



Thriving on Strengths: Effects of a Strengths Intervention... 1139

6 Conclusion

The importance of teacher thriving instead of surviving has started to get more attention
in research (e.g., Taneva & Arnold, 2018). The present study shows that a strengths inter-
vention can stimulate the vitality and performance of relatively older teachers. Therefore,
our study highlights the value of a strengths intervention for the teaching profession, and,
in addition, the importance of including both mechanisms and boundary conditions that
might explain the (in) effectiveness of strengths interventions.
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