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 Introduction 5

 understanding. We  don’t debate how we  will get  there. 
We just take initiative. If I wanted to stop this move-
ment I  couldn’t. It’s way beyond my control.  People are 
 doing  things now that are self- perpetuating.5

John’s success included achieving profitability growth at 
four times the industry average, dramatic increases in 
employee well- being, significant decreases in employee 
turnover, and customer loyalty rates among the best in 
the industry.6

This book establishes the fact that an inclination 
 toward virtuousness develops naturally in early infancy,7 
that virtuousness produces positive relational energy, and 
that virtuousness in leaders is associated with positive 
outcomes in organ izations. Figure I.1 summarizes this 
central argument.

POSITIVE ENERGY IN LEADERS

A  great deal of research confirms that leaders are vital 
in affecting the per for mance of organ izations and their 
employees. In fact, between 20 and 70  percent of the vari-
ance in organ izations’ per for mance is attributable to 
leadership be hav ior.8 No other  factor— culture, strategy, 

Virtuousness
(especially in

leaders)

Positive
relational

energy

Positive
outcomes

FIGURE I.1

Virtuousness, positive relational energy, and per for mance
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Positively Energizing Leadership28

who reports to whom and who resides in the most se nior 
positions. We have all seen  these kinds of charts  because 
they are a common way to identify who the leaders are.

Some alternatives exist for depicting the positions of 
 people in organ izations, however, and the most common 
is called a network map. We have all seen a network map 
in the back of an airline magazine. Cities are connected 
with airline routes, so some cities are shown at the hub 
and some are on the periphery in the map. In an organ-
ization network map,  people rather than cities are the 
nodes.

So, how do we use a network map to identify 
leaders?

One of the most common ways to identify leaders is 
to construct a network map based on information flows. 
The relevant question is, Who gives information to 

FIGURE 2.1

A traditional hierarchical organ ization chart
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can easily determine who the positive energizers are (the 
nodes or hubs in the network), who the de- energizers are, 
and who is on the periphery and has few energizing con-
nections. Figure 2.2 shows such a network.

As it turns out, energy is more power ful in account-
ing for the per for mance of employees and of the organ-
ization than are influence, information, and most other 
motivators used to induce high per for mance. This evi-
dence is summarized below.

THE IMPORTANCE OF POSITIVE RELATIONAL ENERGY

As mentioned in chapter 1, several kinds of energy can 
be identified— physical energy, emotional energy, and 
 mental energy, which, over time, diminish with use. Re-
lational energy is the only kind of energy that elevates 

FIGURE 2.2

A positive energy network
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 Whether the person is the CEO or a new analyst, a gen-
eral or a corporal, a professor or a gradu ate student does 
not  matter; hierarchical position is not predictive of pos-
itive energy.

Figure 2.3 shows the de- energizing network in the 
same organ ization.  These  people are rated as a 1 or 2 on 
the 7- point Likert scale. They are de- energizing others— 
sucking the life out of the system— and producing 
negative relational energy. As you can see, several senior- 
level  people (squares) are de- energizing many other 
employees (for example, numbers 10, 16, 19, and 29) and 
diminishing  others in their interactions.

In the upper- left corner of the network map are two 
 people (numbers 26 and 28) who do not de- energize any-
one. No one rates  either person as a 1 or 2 on the Likert 
scale.  These two  people, however, are the only employees 

FIGURE 2.3

A de- energizing network
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the same information sharing network among the de- 
energizers. Communication barely exists. That is, people 
tend not to communicate or interact with  people who 
are de- energizing  because the emotional and social costs 
are so high. It’s exhausting to interact with de- energizers. 
The statistical relationship between communication and 
energy, therefore, is positive: the more positive energy, 
the greater the communication. Both frequency and rich-
ness of information sharing increase among positively 
energizing connections.

It is also pos si ble to identify the density of an en-
ergy network. Density is mea sured by examining the 
connections between all pos si ble members of a group 

FIGURE 2.4

An information sharing network
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Positively Energizing Leadership36

or organ ization. The question is, Of all pos si ble pair- 
wise connections, how many are positively energizing 
and how many are de- energizing? When  every single 
person rates  every other person in terms of energy, how 
many of  those connections are rated as positively ener-
gizing? As may be expected, the denser the positive en-
ergy network— that is, the more  every person in the 
network positively energizes  every other person in the 
network— the higher the per for mance of the organ ization. 
Every one can, in other words, create a positively ener-
gizing relationship with other  people.7

Every one cannot be the most influential person in an 
organ ization, of course, nor can every one be the center 

FIGURE 2.5

Information sharing among de- energizers
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• I feel invigorated when I interact with this person.
•  After interacting with this person I feel more energy 

to do my work.
• I feel increased vitality when I interact with  

this person.
• I would go to this person when I need to be  

“pepped up.”
•  After an exchange with this person I feel more 

stamina to do my work.

The results demonstrate the effects of positively 
 energizing leaders on their employees’ job satisfaction, 
well- being, engagement, and per for mance. The arrows 
labeled with “p < .001” indicate that the probability that 
this relationship occurs by chance is less than 1  in 

FIGURE 2.6

Impact of positively energizing leaders on employees
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1,000— that is,  there is a very strong relationship be-
tween the positive energy demonstrated by the unit leader 
and the outcomes on the right side of the figure. Employ-
ees’ job satisfaction, well- being, engagement, and per for-
mance are higher when their leader is a positive energizer. 
One surprising finding was that enrichment of fami-
lies, or  family well- being, is also significantly affected 
by the positive energy of the work unit leader. Positively 
energizing leaders had an impact outside the work set-
ting itself, especially on employees’ families.11

In addition, figure 2.7 shows the effects of the ener-
gizing leader on the per for mance of the organ ization it-
self. Not only  were individuals affected by the leader’s 
energy, but the bottom- line per for mance, learning orien-

FIGURE 2.7

Impact of positively energizing leaders on the organ ization
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by 25 other team members as being positively energiz-
ing, one person had 23 nominations, one had 21 nomi-
nations, and so forth. One member of the top team 
received no ratings of positively energizing. In figure 2.9, 
9 members of the team had no one rate them as de- 
energizing, but one person had 13 nominations as a de- 
energizer, one had 9 nominations, two had 8 nominations, 
and so forth.

 These data  were shared in an anonymous fashion 
with the entire team of 40, and each individual was given 
his or her own data. Each person also had a chance to 
receive one- to- one coaching regarding his or her ratings 

FIGURE 2.8

The positively energizing leaders
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to assist with interpretation and to help provide devel-
opmental opportunities if desired. The CEO received 
all the data, including the individual ratings of each 
person.

The value of this information for the CEO included 
his ability to more fully and more accurately identify the 
energizers and the de- energizers in his top team and to 
provide developmental experiences to enhance the den-
sity of the network. He was able to mobilize the posi-
tively energizing members of his team to help lead change 
initiatives and foster commitment to his strategic plan. 
He was also able to identify  those who  were likely to 
generate re sis tance and/or who needed to be coached to 
become more valued members of his team. (Chapter 4 
also discusses action implications for  these kinds of 
data.)

FIGURE 2.9

The de- energizing leaders
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 TABLE 3.1
Attributes of positively energizing leaders

Energizers De- energizers

 1. Help other  people flourish 
without expecting a 
payback.

 1. Ensure that they 
themselves get the credit.

 2. Express gratitude and 
humility.

 2. Are selfish and resist 
feedback.

 3. Instill confidence and 
self- efficacy in  others.

 3.  Don’t create opportunities 
for  others to be recognized.

 4. Smile frequently.  4. Are somber and seldom 
smile.

 5. Forgive weaknesses in 
 others.

 5. Induce guilt or shame in 
 others.

 6. Invest in developing 
personal relationships.

 6.  Don’t invest in personal 
relationships.

 7. Share plum assignments 
and recognize  others.

 7. Keep the best for 
themselves.

 8. Listen actively and 
empathetically.

 8. Dominate the conversation 
and assert their ideas.

 9. Solve prob lems.  9. Create prob lems.
 10. Mostly see opportunities.  10. Mostly see roadblocks and 

are critics.
 11. Clarify meaningfulness 

and inspire  others.
 11. Are indifferent and 

uncaring.
 12. Are trusting and 

trustworthy.
 12. Are skeptical and lack 

integrity.
 13. Are genuine and 

au then tic.
 13. Are superficial and 

insincere.
 14. Motivate  others to exceed 

per for mance standards.
 14. Are satisfied with 

mediocrity or “good 
enough.”

 15. Mobilize positive 
energizers who can 
motivate  others.

 15. Ignore energizers who are 
 eager to help.
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life- giving when  these attributes are pre sent compared 
with when they are not. It is also impor tant to note that 
positive relationships can be relatively momentary (as 
in a brief interaction with a cashier, a receptionist, or a 
passerby on the street) or enduring interactions with 
someone with whom we work or live over time. Both 
short- term and long- term relationships  matter, and even 
onetime, short- lived interactions can be positively ener-
gizing or energy depleting.

The characteristics of enriching, positive relation-
ships have been addressed in a large array of scholarly 
and popu lar lit er a ture, and exceptionally excellent work 
has been conducted by my colleagues Jane Dutton,2 
Wayne Baker,3 Gretchen Spreitzer,4 and Jody Gittell5 as 
well as by the Relational Coordination Network. In their 

FIGURE 3.1

The strongest associations between energizing attributes and 
orga nizational per for mance
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leadership but that have received sparse attention in the 
lit er a ture on leadership and orga nizational per for mance. 
Specifically, this discussion demonstrates that virtuous 
be hav ior is among the most impor tant  factors leading to 
flourishing relationships, which, in turn, lead to positive 
energy. Many of the attributes of positive energizers that 
emerged from our interviews in  table 3.1, as it turns out, 
are consistent with what is often labeled as virtuous 
be hav ior.

VIRTUOUSNESS

The concept of virtuousness is rooted in the Latin word 
virtus, or the Greek arête, meaning “excellence.” More 
recently, virtuousness has been described as represent-
ing the best of the  human condition, the most ennobling 
be hav iors and outcomes of  people, the excellence and es-
sence of humankind, and the highest aspirations of 
 human beings.11 Thomas Aquinas,12 Aristotle,13 and many 
other well- known phi los o phers proposed that virtuous-
ness is rooted in  human character and represents what 
 human beings  ought to be, humankind’s inherent good-
ness, humanity’s very best qualities, or being in complete 

FIGURE 3.2

Virtuousness, relationships, and positive energy
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training and workshops had been conducted. Forums, 
seminars, cele brations, task forces, classroom instruc-
tion, coaching, physical symbols, and theatrical produc-
tions  were developed to accomplish the task. In follow-up 
surveys conducted  after the events, 95  percent of partici-
pants indicated that they would recommend this training 
to  others, and 98  percent indicated that they gained new 
knowledge on how they could enhance their institution’s 
per for mance. Figure 5.1 shows the results of a worldwide 
survey of employees  after the 90- in-90 Challenge. On each 
dimension, scores improved over the three- month period.

FIGURE 5.1

Scores on eight dimensions of positive practices
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Instructors  were exposed to princi ples of positive en-
ergizing and positive leadership in a workshop. They 
 were then asked to incorporate what ever practices they 
desired in their classrooms. Data  were collected compar-
ing the positive leadership classes with the classes 
taught by the same instructors the year before. Figure 5.2 
provides the comparisons.

FIGURE 5.2

Effects of positive leadership classes on students at universities in 
India and Spain
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ments.  After the completion of the 90- in-90 Challenge, 
not only did B&F exceed the 90  percent goal for infecting 
employees, but dozens of unique and innovative activi-
ties  were implemented as part of the challenge. The year 
before the intervention, about 500 unique initiatives had 
been attempted throughout B&F. The year  after the in-
tervention, the number had increased to more than 1,400 
initiatives. (See resource 2 for a list of some of the initia-
tives implemented in the 90- in-90 Challenge.) Moreover, 
an employee opinion survey indicated a substantial im-
provement in the organization’s climate compared with 
the results from two years  earlier (see figure 5.3).

Survey Liaisons110

FY19
Score

Key 9 Climate Metrics

 73% My unit is committed to DEI �+28%
 

80% I belong �+23% 
76% I feel valued as an individual �+21% 

65% I have experienced positive growth �+20% 

65% I can perform up to my full potential �+23%
 

68% My ideas are seriously considered �+19%

 

79% I am treated with respect �+16%

 

64% I hava a voice in decision-making �+21%

 

�62% I have equal opportunities for success +15%

Increase
Since FY17

for you

MAKE
B L U E
B E T T E R

78% 79%Participation Rate
Overall Engagement
Score

FIGURE 5.3

Improvements in employee opinion scores as a result of the positive 
culture initiative

Source: Used with permission of Kevin Hegarty, EVP-CFO, University 
of Michigan.
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Hector Escamilla himself became a worldwide advo-
cate for positive leadership and positive energy. He spon-
sored research proj ects on his own campus in which 
outside experts investigated the practices and outcomes 
associated with positive leadership. He addressed asso-
ciations and conferences all around the world to perpet-
uate the princi ples of positive energizing leadership. He 
and his university have infected multiple Mexican insti-
tutions, including the country’s largest banking system, 
with the positive leadership message.

CONCLUSION

Many additional examples are available that document 
the effects of positively energizing leaders in facilitating 
the success of their organ izations even in challenging 
and difficult times. In each of  these examples, the suc-
cess of the organ ization was not due solely to the leader 
at the top, of course; but in each case, positively energiz-
ing leadership unlocked resources that are often ignored 

 TABLE 5.1
Indicators of Tecmilenio’s success in 2018

Outcome Percentage

Increase in institution revenues (5 years) 1,379
Students employed in a job that fulfills their 

purpose in life
95

Students who recommend Tecmilenio to  others 
(Net Promoter Score)

98

Companies that recommend the Tecmilenio 
internship program

98
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CULTURE AND VALUES OBJECTIONS

The main objections related to culture and values can be 
summarized as follows:

• A focus on the positive is applicable only to the 
existing Western socioeconomic and value systems, 
which emphasize individualism, capitalism, and 
Western definitions of thriving and happiness.

 TABLE 6.1
Outcomes of experiencing positive emotions, positive relational 
energy, and positive practices

Live 11 years longer than normal
Succumb to fewer illnesses
Have higher survival rates  after serious illness or accident
Stay married longer
Tolerate pain better
Work harder
Perform better on the job
Make more money over a lifetime
Display more  mental acuity
Make higher- quality decisions
Are more creative and flexible in their thinking
Are more adaptive and resilient  after  trials and trauma
Engage in more helping be hav iors
Have lower rates of all- cause mortality, fewer heart attacks,  

and higher cancer survival rates

David, S. A., Boniwell, I., & Ayers, A. C. (2013). The Oxford handbook 
of happiness. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. Also, Cameron, 
K. S., & Spreitzer, G. M. (2012). The Oxford handbook of positive 
orga nizational scholarship. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
Also, Snyder, C. R., & Lopez, S. J. (2002). Handbook of positive 
psy chol ogy. New York: Oxford University Press.
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biases are evident in the research. Numerous studies on 
difficult topics such as anxiety, traumatic brain injuries, 
HIV patients, poverty, and LGBT issues are being inves-
tigated through a positive lens. Much work is to be done, 
of course, but evidence exists that  these issues are being 
investigated in earnest and are increasingly appearing in 
the lit er a ture.

SIMPLICITY AND NARROWNESS OBJECTIONS

Objections related to narrowness and simplicity are sim-
ilar to the biases against positive topics in general that 
 were highlighted above.  These objections frequently 

TABLE 6.2
A sample of countries represented by 
scholars and researchers at the IPPA 
congress

Argentina Mexico
Australia Nepal
Austria Netherlands
Brazil Norway
Canada Poland
Chile Portugal
China Rus sia
Denmark Singapore
Finland South Africa
France South  Korea
Germany Spain
Iceland Switzerland
Israel Taiwan
Italy United Kingdom
Japan United States
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come from individuals who hear about positive leadership 
and positive practices only superficially. Specifically:

• Positive leadership and positive practices are 
warmed- over “positive thinking” from many de cades 
ago, and the focus on “happiology” is oversimplified 
and superficial. Positive writing is merely a restate-
ment of universal rules for being happy. Life is 
complex, and concentrating only on the positive is 
wishful thinking.

• Positive leadership and positive practices imply that 
all other scholarly research is negative. Positive 

TABLE 6.3
A sample of countries used as the focus of study at the  
IPPA congress

Academic achievement in Bhutan
Happiness in Chinese teens
Trust among Chinese retirees
Transforming culture in Ukraine
Optimal environments in French schools
Body image among youth in Singapore
Purpose and well- being in Hispanic  women
Test construction—an Indian model
Education modules for Indian rural  women
PsyCap and employability in Africa
PsyCap in Indian nongovernmental organ izations
Secondary students’ well- being in Singapore
Positive psy chol ogy in Eu rope
Buddhist mind training
Positive education in India
Gratitude: International perspectives
Positive leadership in New Zealand Customs
Intercultural studies of semantics
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advocates ban negativity and negative phenomena 
from scientific exploration and from workplace 
dynamics.

The foundation for positive leadership, positive relational 
energy, and positive practices was, in fact, established 
many de cades ago, dating back to William James’s writ-
ings on what he termed “healthy mindedness,”5 Gordon 
Allport’s interest in positive  human characteristics,6 Marie 
Jahoda’s emphasis on positive  mental health,7 Abraham 

TABLE 6.4
A sample of problem- based topics being investigated at the  
IPPA congress

Courage and childhood anxiety
Traumatic brain injury
Neurorehabilitation
Resilience in the military
Self- compassion in  women
Positivity and disability
Values- in- Action (VIA) with forensic patients
Stress and perception
Decreased happiness among adolescents
Child psychotherapy
Social capital and academically at- risk students
Neuropsychiatric disorders in childhood
Psychosocial  factors among Black HIV patients
Positivity in Parkinson’s disease patients
Resilience in kidney disease patients
Racial and ethnic gaps in life satisfaction
Spiritual reframing with HIV patients
Character strengths in LGBT individuals
Hope and meaning in poverty
Embracing the dark side
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als have fewer energizing connections (who are on the 
periphery of the network map). (See chapter 2.)

You can also match positive energizers with hierar-
chical levels, functions, locations, and other relevant in-
formation.  These data provide information about the 
relative amount of energizing that is occurring in the en-
tire organ ization. In figure R.1, the mea sure of energy 
density is 70  percent (that is, 70  percent of all pairwise 
connections are positively energizing), a relatively dense 
energy network.

2. CREATING A  BUBBLE CHART

When the objective is to identify the positive energizers 
in the organ ization in a short amount of time, simply ask 

FIGURE R.1

An illustration of energy density
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all members of the group to confidentially write the 
names of the two or three most positively energizing 
 people in the group. (More names can be listed in large 
groups.) Have each person hand in a slip of paper or email 
the two or three names to you. Then, count the number 
of nominations that each person receives. Create a  bubble 
chart showing different- sized  bubbles with the largest 
 bubbles displaying  those with the largest number of 
nominations and the smallest  bubbles showing the 
smallest number of nominations (see figure R.2). The 
 results can usually be shown anonymously, with num-
bers rather than names in the  bubbles. This avoids em-
barrassing or deflating individuals in the organ ization, 
but allows the leader to get a good sense of who the en-
ergizing  people are. (See chapter 2.)

3. A PULSE SURVEY

A pulse survey is intended to monitor the overall energy 
levels of an organ ization over time (see figure R.3). Em-

FIGURE R.2

A  bubble chart of energy ratings
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ployees are asked on a weekly basis (or more frequently) 
the following question: On a scale of 1 to 10, what is your 
energy  today? The energy of employees is monitored on 
a regular basis using a one- question email to get a pic-
ture of the collective energy of the organ ization. (See 
chapter 2.)

If energy scores are changing— either up or down— 
the pulse survey plot can help guide diagnoses regarding 
what is  going well, what  factors are affecting scores, and 
what impact this has on bottom- line results.

4. ASSESSING POSITIVE ENERGIZER BE HAV IORS

It is often helpful to assess the extent to which individ-
uals are displaying the key attributes of positively ener-
gizing leadership. This information can be used for 
developmental and coaching purposes as well as for self- 
improvement purposes. Individuals can use the instru-
ment to rate themselves, but usually the instrument is 

FIGURE R.3

A pulse graph of energy
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FIGURE R.4

Assessing positive energy be hav iors

ENERGIZERS DE- ENERGIZERS

 1. Helps other  people 
flourish without 
expecting a payback.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  1. Ensures that he 
or she gets the 
credit.

 2. Expresses gratitude 
and humility.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  2. Is selfish and 
resists feedback.

 3. Instills confidence 
and self- efficacy in 
 others.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  3.  Doesn’t create 
opportunities for 
 others to be 
recognized.

 4. Smiles frequently. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  4. Is somber and 
seldom smiles.

 5. Forgives weaknesses 
in  others.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  5. Induces guilt or 
shame in  others.

 6. Invests in 
developing personal 
relationships

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  6.  Doesn’t invest in 
personal 
relationships.

 7. Shares plum 
assignments and 
recognizes  others’ 
involvement.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  7. Keeps the best 
for himself or 
herself.

 8. Listens actively and 
empathetically.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  8. Dominates the 
conversation and 
asserts his or her 
ideas.

 9. Solves prob lems. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  9. Creates 
prob lems.

 10. Mostly sees 
opportunities.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  10. Mostly sees 
roadblocks and is 
critical.

(Continued)
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quality, employee morale, customer satisfaction). This 
means that the probability that the relationship be-
tween positively energizing leadership and the per-
formance of the organ ization occurs by chance is less 
than 1 in 1,000. The amount of variance accounted for 
(designated as R2) ranges between 4.4  percent for finan-
cial strength and 13  percent for productivity, employee 
morale, and customer satisfaction. Many  factors deter-
mine the outcomes associated with organ izations, of 
course, but the variance accounted for by the per for-
mance criteria being measured— productivity, quality, 
morale, customer satisfaction, and financial strength— 
indicates that positively energizing leadership is an im-
portant  factor.

ENERGIZERS DE- ENERGIZERS

 11. Clarifies 
meaningfulness and 
inspires  others.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  11. Is indifferent and 
uncaring.

 12. Is trusting and 
trustworthy.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  12. Is skeptical and 
lacks integrity.

 13. Is genuine and 
au then tic.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  13. Is superficial and 
insincere.

 14. Motivates  others to 
exceed per for mance 
standards.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  14. Is satisfied with 
mediocrity or 
“good enough.”

 15. Mobilizes positive 
energizers who can 
motivate  others.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  15. Ignores 
energizers who 
are  eager to help.

FIGURE R.4

Assessing positive energy be hav iors (Continued)
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5. IDENTIFYING POSITIVE ENERGIZERS  
THROUGH INTERVIEWS

Identifying and hiring positive energizers is often a high 
priority if orga nizational per for mance is to improve and 
reach the highest levels pos si ble. Positive energizers get 
better results than average employees. To identify can-
didates who might be positively energizing leaders in the 
organ ization, consider using the following interview 
questions. The questions are intended to determine the 

FIGURE R.5

Mean scores for the positive energy behaviors assessment

1 4.74

2 5.37

3 5.47

4 5.88

5 5.57

6 5.14

7 5.48

8 5.60

9 5.96

10 5.93

11 5.79

12 5.90

13 5.83

14 5.89

15 5.88
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