
1 

 
 

What do you (we) really mean by 
psychological well-being? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Rob B Briner 
 

www.cebma.org 



2 

Some questions for you… 
 Are you in any way responsible for psychological well-being in 

your organization? 
 Are you interested in psychological well-being at work? 
 Talk to person next you and discuss 

– How you define psychological well-being [1 min] 
– How you might assess or measure psychological well-being [1 min] 
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Another question for you 
 Why is psychological well-being important for your 

organization? 
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Another question for you 
 Why is psychological well-being important for your 

organization? 
– Because we as employers have a duty of care or ethical 

responsibility 
– Because it’s good business 
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Outline 
 Work and psychological well-being: Some history 
 What’s the theory?  Causes and effects of psychological well-

being 
 Five common myths about work and psychological well-being 

and why they matter 
 Reflection – what are you doing around psychological well-

being and why? 
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Work and well-being: Some history [1] 
 Earliest work organizations:  Little interest – major concerns economic – well-being 

unimportant 
 Mechanization:  More interest in physical well-being – consequences of not protecting 

employees from being injured/killed recognized 
 Legislation with practical health and safety frameworks put in place in order to protect 

employees from physical injury and death (1800s) 
 A recognition that mental health can also suffer At work in terms of ‘nervous breakdowns’ 

and ‘nervous tension’ and fatigue (early 1900s) 
 Effects of poor job design recognized. Attempts to enrich work to increase job satisfaction 

and performance (1940s) 
 The happy-productive worker idea develops 
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Work and well-being: Some history [2] 
 Psychological ‘stress’ seen as a major health and safety issue - manual jobs decline, 

fewer physical hazards (1960s) – work is BAD for you that’s bad for performance 
 HSE and NIOSH reports and stress guidance  
 Focus on more specific feelings such as mood and emotion (or affect) in relation to 

new kinds of work performance and emotional intelligence (1990s) 
 Stress went out of fashion as happiness agenda arrived 
 Carol Black, Richard Layard – work is GOOD for you and that’s good for 

performance 
 More focus since 2000 on positive states, like employee engagement, and their link 

to performance (a lot like happy-productive worker idea) 
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http://www.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601050117,00.html
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http://www.personalwellbeingcentre.org/books/Look%20inside%20PP.pdf
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What’s the theory?  Causes and effects of well-being 
 Exactly how do stress, satisfaction, engagement work? 
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So what’s the theory? 
 Good things at work make people feel good and this is good 

for them, their performance and the organization 
 Bad things at work make people feel bad and this is bad for 

them, their performance and the organization 
 “For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, 

simple and wrong.” (Mencken) 
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Four common myths about work and psychological 
well-being 
 Psychological well-being at work is getting worse 
 Psychological well-being is A (single) Thing 
 More well-being is always better 
 Work conditions necessarily have a large impact on 

psychological well-being 
 Feeling good is good and feeling bad is bad 
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1.  Psychological well-being at work is getting worse 
 Job satisfaction in across UK workforce relatively stable 
 Stress, depression or anxiety caused or made worse by work 

relatively stable 
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CIPD Employee Outlook 
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HSE data 
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So what? 
 Don’t assume there’s some broader national decline or crisis 

in psychological well-being at work 
 Need to check trends in your organization and check if they 

are meaningful 
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2.  Psychological well-being is A (single) Thing 
 Subjective well-being 

– General life satisfaction 
– Emotions – short-term very specific reactions (anger, fear, joy, shame) 
– Moods – longer-term less reactive (positive affect [happiness], negative affect 

[anxiety]) 
 Psychological well-being 

– Autonomy 
– Personal growth 
– Self-acceptance 
– Life purpose 
– Mastery 
– Positive relations 

 Clinical conditions/mental health (e.g., clinical depression) 
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So what? 
 It does matter what you call things 
 All these different aspects of psychological well-being are 

different and not necessarily related at all 
 Beware the idea that lower levels of, for example, anxiety lie 

on the same continuum or scale as a mental health condition 
like anxiety disorder 

 Need to focus on specific aspects of well-being 
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3.  More well-being is always better 
 It is highly unlikely that the link between well-being and 

outcomes (e.g., performance is linear) – matters up to a point, 
then not so much 
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So what? 
 Need to find out for your organization whether there is a link 

between levels of specific aspects of well-being and specific 
outcomes 
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4.  Work conditions necessarily have a large impact on 
psychological well-being 
 Pre-existing health and psychological conditions of individuals 
 Personality 
 Wider economic environment 
 Family and other nonwork demands 
 Support and provision from state and elsewhere 
 Cultural shifts (e.g., meaning of work, identity, meanings of 

health and well-being) 
 Socioeconomic status (remember executive stress?) 
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Whatever happened to executive stress? 
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So what? 
 The well-being you observe in your organization may be little 

or nothing to do with what’s going on in the workplace 
 Therefore your ability to intervene to change well-being 

because so many other things determine well-being 
 In general work is good for well-being – so trickier to 

intervene to improve something that is already generally 
having a positive impact 
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5.  Feeling good is good and feeling bad is bad 
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 Positive well-being not necessarily good for performance and 
vice versa 
– Negative feelings not necessarily bad (e.g., as sources of 

information, focused concentration) 
– Positive feelings not necessarily good (e.g., pride comes before a 

fall, inhibit critical thinking) 
– High performance needs a mix of both positive and negative 
– Most things we do and are proud of and identify with were not 

wholly positive 
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So what? 
 Managing well-being is not simply about improving positive 

and diminishing negative – it’s more nuanced 
 Creating meaningful work and meaningful workplaces is not 

just about creating positive feelings – challenge, difficulty, 
anxiety, loss all part of it 
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My assumptions: Psychological well-being professionals 
should… 

 …do stuff that addresses important psychological well-being 
problems and opportunities (rather than trivial issues) 

 …do stuff that is more likely to work (rather than stuff that is 
unlikely work or has little effect) 

 Do you agree?  If so, how are we going to do that? 
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The simple answer is evidence-based practice (or 
something like it) 
 Gather quality assessed evidence from multiple sources about 

the likely problem (or opportunity) and only if you’re fairly 
sure it’s important… 

 Gather quality assessed evidence from multiple sources about 
the likely solution 

 Only by doing this can we do what’s important and what’s 
more likely to work 
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Reflection – what are you doing around psychological 
well-being and why? 
 Do you have good quality evidence from multiple sources 

about your well-being problems or opportunities? 
 Do you have good quality evidence from multiple sources 

about likely solutions? 
 Do you have good quality evidence about whether or not 

your interventions are working? 
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In conclusion 
 There’s no shortage of activity around well-being at work 
 But there are important concerns about the effectiveness and 

value of this activity 
 Asking more and better questions and trying to answer them 

– rather than just doing stuff – will improve our practice 
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Questions? Comments? Thoughts? 
 
 

r.briner@qmul.ac.uk 
 
 
 

Rob B Briner 
 

www.cebma.org 
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