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The term “positive leadership“ was largely coined by Kim Cameron, a business 
professor at the University of Michigan (Cameron, 2008; Cameron, Dutton, & 
Quinn, 2003). He transferred the thinking of so-called “positive psychology“, a 
psychology that primarily focuses on promoting people‘s strengths in compa-
nies. Positive leadership thus focuses on the development of the potential of 
people working in organizations. Transferred to administration, this means that 
here, too, leaders become aware of the specifi c strengths of the employees work-
ing there and promote them. This means that in addition to leadership focusing 
on fi xing problems, leadership should also focus on nurturing the potential of 
people working in the public service.

Leadership in change
What actually makes a good leader? This question has been answered quite dif-
ferently over the last hundred years. One of the fi rst approaches was that the 
best person to take on leadership responsibilities is the one who has the highest 
expertise in the subject matter itself (Kirchler, 2011). Quite concretely the best 
doctor in the team should become ward leader - at least that was the logic of this 
approach. In later decades, the image of good leadership changed. Now, a good 
leader was defi ned as someone who is able to shape good relationships within 
the team. And in the late 1960s, it was fi rmly believed that all people strive for 
self-fulfi llment - and a good leader should encourage that.

As diff erent as these approaches are, they have something in common: namely, 
that there is one leadership style that is right for all people in all organizations 
in all cultures. What was commonly observed in leadership approaches until the 
1980s is this: if an approach seems logical, appears coherent and is endorsed 
by an expert, then it is probably correct. Eminence based is the half-joking term 
for the unchecked adoption of expert opinions. This approach has been funda-
mentally changed by leadership research in recent decades. Leadership means, 
in very basic terms, steering oneself and other people in a certain direction, thus 
infl uencing and creating frameworks in which employees show behavior that is 
favorable for the respective company or the specifi c task. The advantage of this 
defi nition is that the diff erent quality of leadership thus becomes measurable! If 
diff erent leadership styles have diff erent eff ects on the company - e.g. on perform-
ance, job satisfaction, fl uctuation, absenteeism, burnout risk, health, etc. - then it 
is possible to make an objective statement about which leadership approach is 
the better one under specifi c conditions. And this is precisely the task of so-called 
evidence-based leadership research: every leadership approach that is propa-
gated is fi rst and foremost considered as a hypothesis - and this is then tested in 
practice for measurable eff ects and side eff ects.

Positive psychology - exploring success
Evidence based was also central to the birth of positive psychology. Just over 20 
years ago, one of the world‘s most renowned scientists and psychologists, Martin 
Seligman, became president of the American Psychological Association. In his in-
augural address, he noted that since its inception, psychology has predominantly 
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dealt with only one part of people - those who suff er (Seligman, 1999). And he 
criticized the fact that psychology has developed many (necessary!) diff erentiated 
diagnoses for human problems but cares very little about what makes people 
happy and what they need to develop their full potential. The professor conse-
quently called on psychologists to also conduct thorough research into those are 
as that deal with positive aspects such as optimism, courage, future orientation, 
etc. The basic dogma here was that the absence of depression, anxiety disorders, 
inner resignation etc. does not automatically mean happiness, development or 
motivation for achievement - but rather leads to a neutral state. Couples who do 
not fi nd themselves in front of the divorce judge do not automatically have happy 
relationships and I even suspect that a not so small percentage of relationships 
stay together for reasons other than relationship happiness.

Thus, while we can learn from the research fi ndings of the negative aspects in 
people, what can we possibly do to avoid them. However, in order to specifi cally 
promote positive dynamics, it is necessary to take a close look at these and the 
necessary conditions for their emergence.

This speech by Seligman is seen as the starting point for that branch of psycho-
logy known today as ‚positive psychology‘. The view of ‘positive psychology’ has 
quickly inspired related fi elds. In leadership research, a resource - and strength-
oriented leadership approach has been developed under the term “positive
leadership“. Practice shows that leadership is all too often defi cit oriented. This 
is already evident in the feedback that leaders communicate: Feedback is often 
weakness-oriented and is predominantly given when something does not fi t. In 
the worst case, this leads to people in a company no longer being aware of their 
strengths.

The roots of positive leadership
“An employee should never be entrusted with a leadership task if he or she is strug-
gling with the competence defi cits of his or her people instead of using their 
strengths.”

Sounds like the idea of a glorifi ed social romantic, doesn‘t it? Far from it! In fact, 
the statement comes from Peter Drucker (1909-2005), one of the most well-known 
US economists with Austrian roots. He is regarded as the pioneer of modern 
management theory and founded the now widespread approach of “Leading by 
Objectives“ or Management by Objectives (MbO)(Drucker, 1954). Drucker‘s state-
ments make it clear that strength orientation is not an invention of recent years 
but has infl uenced management theories long ago. However, it was not until the 
wave of positive psychological research spilled over into the business sector that 
a systematic and scientifi c investigation into sustainable and measurable success 
factors within organizations truly commenced. While it was already known which 
factors promote burnout, people now began to take a greater interest in those 
people who remained healthy despite working conditions that posed a risk of 
burnout. The defi cits that need to be compensated for in order to do one‘s job 
well have long been the subject of annual staff  appraisals. However, what aspects 
are relevant for someone not only to be good, but even to become excellent 
and develop their full potential - this is what this new current of psychology was 
interested in.
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Kim Cameron, a renowned economics professor at the University of Michigan, 
was, as previously mentioned, among the fi rst to apply the principles of “positive 
psychology“ to businesses. This approach has gained particular relevance due to 
the anticipated economic impacts of the Corona crisis. As early as the 1980s, he 
recognized in his research that companies that have to make cuts usually have 
to deal with the same collateral damage: increased confl icts, less communication, 
and rising mutual distrust. These and many other undesirable eff ects led to a 
measurable drop in performance in the businesses studied. But he also recognized 
exceptions. Namely, companies that really fl ourished through these measures and 
unfolded their full potential. His interest as a researcher was aroused: What exact-
ly do these companies do diff erently that not only continue to exist after a down-
sizing process, but can demonstrate even greater success than before? The result 
of his studies was that the type of leadership was one of the very big factors that 
marked the diff erence between the survival and the fl ourishing of an organization 
after a diffi  cult period. His research shows that the diff erence is measurable in 
‘hard‘ metrics such as profi tability, employee engagement, innovation, customer 
loyalty and more. Kim Cameron gave this still intangible leadership style a name: 
positive leadership.

Leadership in the public service - a special situation?
In general, one could start from the fact that good leadership or the desire for 
leaders depends little on the type of company. Nevertheless, especially in the 
public service, due to the special position of the organization, there are some 
relevant aspects that have a signifi cant infl uence on leadership.

For example, organization-specifi c legal requirements must be observed: Leaders 
in the public service are bound by certain legal requirements that do not apply in 
other organizations. These specifi cations include regulations on personnel admi-
nistration, budget management and decision-making.

Another distinguishing aspect is responsibility to the public: In the public service, 
managers are directly responsible to the public and must be transparent about 
their decisions and actions. The public service is also far more visible and there-
fore the pressure to justify the organization to the public is higher than is the case 
with other companies.

A relevant distinguishing feature is also the importance of profi t orientation: In 
the public service, the primary concern is the fulfi lment of public tasks and the 
well-being of citizens, whereas in business, profi t maximization and competitive-
ness are usually in the foreground.

This usually has an impact on the style of leadership practiced: In many cases, the 
leadership style in public organizations is more formal and hierarchical, while in 
business a transformational or participative leadership style is common.

What framework conditions are needed for the development of potential?
People have diff erent strengths - most agree on this point. But why do some 
people develop their strengths further, while they atrophy in others? Is it only up 
to the person him/herself whether he/she uses and develops his/her strengths in 
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life, or is this also co-determined by other aspects? Quite soon, “positive psycho-
logy“ realized that a focus only on the individual is not enough. It was noticed 
that in some schools the students literally blossomed, while in others this was not 
the case. Country comparisons showed that even with similar economic condi-
tions, the satisfaction of the people living there can vary greatly. And they found 
companies in the same sector where the employees were highly innovative and 
committed, while in other organizations they were just doing their job. The trail 
was thus laid - obviously there must be certain factors that are like nutrients for 
people to develop their potential. About ten years ago, a model was published 
based on the research results that is now seen as the standard for potential de-
velopment: The PERMA model (Seligman, 2011). Each letter of PERMA stands for 
a prerequisite that people need in order to develop their full potential and each 
individual aspect can be measured and infl uenced.

Positive Emotions: The regular experience of positive emotions such as joy, 
pleasure or fun is an important factor for the well-being of every person. 
These are emotions that strengthen us and that we experience as pleasant.
Engagement (engagement; being able to contribute): People need the 
opportunity to develop their potentials, to unfold their strengths and to 
use them in their lives. When the right level of challenge is found between 
overchallenge (anxiety) and underchallenge (boredom), a fl ow experience 
occurs.
Relationships (benefi cial relationships): Being part of a network, feeling part 
of it and being able to rely on others is an important basis for people to 
realize their potential. Whether friendships, love relationships, a work team 
or family - people need a connection to others to become the best version 
of themselves.
Meaning (experienced meaningfulness): Doing something that is bigger 
than ourselves and meaningful - this is a need that people have when they 
talk about meaning. Experiencing something as meaningful is the basis for 
engaging and experiencing deep fulfi lment in doing so.
Accomplishment: This means to have achieved something or to reach a goal 
through one‘s own eff orts. People need these experiences to realize that 
they are not helplessly at the mercy of the world, but that they can infl u-
ence what happens around them. Only when people experience that goals 
become attainable through their own eff orts do they set out on the path.

•

•

•

•

•

Positive Leadership with PERMA-Lead
Based on the fi ndings of the PERMA model, numerous measures were derived. 
In schools, for example, they began to increase students‘ PERMA and studied the 
eff ects on their grades - which, by the way, were signifi cantly positive! My team 
and I transferred the model to the area of leadership: if PERMA demonstrab-
ly promotes the development of potential in people, then “positive leadership“
means leadership behavior that contributes signifi cantly to increasing the PERMA 
of employees. And this - according to our hypothesis - leads to measurable po-
sitive eff ects for the organization. We called this approach PERMA-Lead (Ebner, 
2019).
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P-Lead: A positive leader contributes to employees feeling good at work, satisfi ed 
and having fun at work.

E-Lead: A positive leader gives his/her employees tasks that correspond to their 
individual strengths and helps them to build on them. They support their employ-
ees in recognizing their abilities.

R-Lead: A positive leader ensures that employees in the team support each other 
and treat each other with respect. They contribute to everyone feeling part of the 
team.

M-Lead: A positive leader helps employees to experience meaning in their work 
and to know why their work is important. They convey to their employees that 
they are doing valuable work.

A-Lead: A positive leader rejoices with their employees when they have achieved 
goals and praises them for it. They give positive feedback to their employees 
when something has been achieved.

Eff ect of PERMA-Lead
In keeping with evidence-based leadership research, the model is initially a hy-
pothesis that needs to be tested in practice. In the meantime, fortunately, there 
are numerous studies that have done just that. The results show, for example, that 
employees who are led by a positive leader show signifi cantly fewer symptoms of 
stress and have a measurably lower risk of burnout. We also found the same ef-
fects in a very recent replication study that looked at positive leadership behavior 
and burnout risk among hospital staff  (Longinus & Ebner, 2020). The infl uence of

Fig 1: PERMA-Lead as positive leadership style
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leadership is highly relevant, especially in this corona-related, particularly challeng-
ing area of work. Positive leaders therefore have a preventive eff ect with regard 
to the risk of burnout. Incidentally, the correlation also applies to the leader him/ 
herself: One‘s own leadership style is signifi cantly related to one‘s own risk of 
burnout, as our data show. But there are other advantages for the leader: In a 
study, I conducted psychological tests with more than 400 leaders. The result: 
Positive leaders are more resilient, deal with stressful situations more easily, get 
back on their feet more quickly after professional setbacks and remain more calm 
even in diffi  cult situations. In short: they are more resilient.

Another research study investigated whether “positive leadership“ has an infl u-
ence on sick leave days. For this purpose, the respective leadership style was 
surveyed in numerous teams from the same industries and linked to the compa-
ny-specifi c average number of sick leave days. The result, which you can see in 
Figure 2, shows that “positive leadership“ is also a relevant contribution to healthy 
leading.

Customers are also infl uenced by “positive leadership“. Our research shows that 
measurably more purchases are made when the management of the business is 
a positive leader. A study in the grocery trade found that measurably fewer calls 
to the central complaints hotline are recorded for shops whose store manager is 
a positive leader than for other shops.
And fi nally, a selected current study: Due to Corona, many organizations expe-
rience uncertain future prospects. Do employees trust that their company will 
manage the necessary changes? The results show that employees who are led by 
a positive leader have far greater confi dence in their organization - and are also 
measurably more committed to helping shape these changes.  

Fig. 2: Relationship between “positive leadership” and sick leave 
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Digression: Why it is helpful not to mix strengths with other terms?
It’s intriguing that in practice we often use what are known as nominalizations. 
From the perspective of communication psychology, these are terms that sound 
unambiguous but can, in reality, mean diff erent things to diff erent people. What’s 
even more challenging is that we often don’t quite know specifi cally what we
ourselves mean by them. In organizations, for example, we seek “committed“
employees who are “proactive“ in their tasks, and who also embody the “team 
player“ spirit, enabling us to “communicate with them at eye level“. Whatever 
each of these terms implies, – it’s likely to mean something diff erent to everyone.

The term “strength“ also falls into this category. I have often asked people at 
workshops what they understand by a strength. The answers are quite diff erent. 
During my presentation, I asked the participants to name terms that for them are 
synonymous with the term strength; as meaning the same thing from their point 
of view. The answers were sent anonymously via mobile phone and evaluated live. 
The result was as follows:       

The larger a term appears in this word cloud, the more often it was mentioned. 
One can therefore see quite clearly that strengths are obviously for most people 
the same as skills, competencies, potential, talents, etc.
However, this does not highlight all the possibilities we can achieve with positive 
leadership. Therefore, in the spirit of positive psychology, I propose to distinguish 
three terms.   

Fig. 3: Result of the live query at the congress

Talent: The term refers to an innate ability or aptitude that is particularly 
marked and manifests itself in a specifi c area or activity. For example, a tal-
ent may be in creative areas such as art, music or writing, but also in sports, 
mathematics or science. It is often assumed that talent is genetic. A com-
bination of innate talent and hard work can lead to special achievements 
and abilities.

a)
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Ability/competence: This means everything that can be learned. For exam-
ple, designing a Power Point presentation, a language, legal basics and so 
on. Having a skill, however, does not automatically mean that one enjoys 
practicing this skill.

Strength: A strength is something that one is driven to express. That pushes 
out from within - that is intrinsically motivated. People feel that it is an 
essential part of their identity when they are able to manifest it. An impor-
tant clue to distinguish a strength from a competence is that something is 
missing if you cannot express it. And another important hint is that it costs 
energy if you have to hold it back. For example, if humor is a strength that 
someone has, then the brain produces funny ideas all the time, so to speak, 
which one likes to externalize. Something is missing if you can‘t live out 
your sense of humor. And it costs energy when you are in a situation where 
acting out humor is experienced as inappropriate - and you therefore have 
to hold back the ideas your head produces.   

b)

c)

Why is this distinction so important for positive leadership? 
Many leaders mistakenly understand the term positive leadership to mean dis-
tributing tasks so that each person does what he or she does best. However, this 
could lead to a situation where a staff  member would have to do a job that she 
does very unwillingly - but at a high level of competence - even more in the fu-
ture. In that case, it would be punishing the person under the guise of positive 
leadership. It is therefore important to consider positive leadership as strength-
oriented rather than a competence-oriented approach. The result of the decisions 
can then be quite diff erent.  

PERMA-Lead in the public service - expectation and reality 
Three test procedures are available for assessing the status of “positive leader-
ship“: The PERMA-Lead profi ler, in which one‘s own leadership style becomes 
visible in comparison to the benchmark of thousands of other leaders. A larger 
tool is the PERMA-Lead 360° Feedback, in which the assessments of others are in-
tegrated as an external image and other management competencies are analyzed 
in addition to leadership behavior. The third tool is the positive leadership organ-
izational culture analysis, in which both the experienced and the desired leader-
ship culture of an entire organization can be surveyed. More than 800 counsellors 
in German-speaking countries are now certifi ed to carry out these assessments 
and then support them in further development steps in a qualifi ed evaluation 
coaching. Numerous companies and organizations, such as IKEA, dm, Lidl, Bosch, 
are already working with this approach (Ebner, 2021).
Through the tools and other specifi c studies, a lot of data has been collected in 
recent years, which also makes it possible to compare diff erent sectors.
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Fig. 4: PERMA-Lead in the public service compared to other sectors.  

Traditional work culture: The work culture in the civil service is often very 
traditional and formal, and the focus is on fulfi lling administrative tasks and 
regulations. In this context, employees may not have the expectation that 
their leader will make their working life more meaningful.

Role clarifi cation: In the public service, leaders often have very defi ned roles 
and responsibilities and are expected to confi ne themselves to these. Pro-
moting meaningful work life could be seen as a deviation from this role.

Lack of resources: A lack of fi nancial and human resources can make it more 
diffi  cult for public service leaders to launch initiatives to improve the work-
ing lives of their employees.

Low importance of job satisfaction: In the public service, job satisfaction 
and employee well-being may be considered less important compared to 
other factors such as effi  ciency and cost savings.

a)

b)

c)

d)

Figure 4 shows that the expectation of good leadership in the civil service largely 
corresponds to the general expectations of a good leader. It is interesting, how-
ever, that the expectation in the PERMA-Lead factor “meaning“ is an exception. 
Indeed, the results of the comparison show that leaders in the public service are 
expected to contribute less to the sense of meaning at work than is the case in 
other sectors. In interviews with public service workers, the following possible 
reasons for this diff erence could be identifi ed:
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It is important to note that these reasons have only been identifi ed as a possibility 
for this outcome, are formulated in very general terms and may not apply to every 
situation in the public service. A meaningful work life - regardless of expectations 
- is relevant for employees and organizations alike. It is therefore important that 
leaders actively work to promote it.

What is also exciting about the results is that experienced leadership behavior is 
consistently rated better in comparison to other sectors. Again, possible reasons 
were refl ected. Some of the possible explanations for this interesting result are 
that in the public service there is often a higher continuity in terms of leaders and 
employees, which can lead to a better relationship and communication between 
both parties. Furthermore, in the public service there are often clear structures 
and rules that are followed by leaders, which in turn leads to greater predictabi-
lity and transparency. In the public service, there are also often more extensive 
opportunities for staff  development and training, which can help to ensure that 
leaders are better qualifi ed and develop better leadership skills.

But again, it is important to note that each sub-sector in the public service and 
each leader is unique and therefore there may be diff erences in leadership behav-
ior and staff  satisfaction.

PERMA-Lead in policing - a demonstrable eff ect!
In cooperation with the Police Academy of Lower Saxony, my team and I con-
ducted a study in 2022 to identify possible eff ects of “positive leadership“ in the 
police service. For this purpose, employees were asked about their subjectively 
perceived leadership behavior of their direct superiors as well as some other fac-
tors. The results show that even in this particular organization there are visible 
connections between leadership style and its impact on employees.
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Previous studies have already shown that PERMA-Lead has a very positive eff ect 
on the burnout risk of employees in the hotel and health care sectors. Our study
in the police service comes to the same conclusion: police offi  cers who per-
ceive their superiors as positive leaders have a lower risk of burnout than those 
who do not. The reasons for this are obvious: A more positive leadership culture 
strengthens the commitment and motivation of employees and gives them the 
feeling of being valued and supported. A more positive leadership culture can 
help employees cope better with stressful situations by listening to their needs 
and off ering them practical solutions. It can help to reduce the workload by sup-
porting a more individualized organization of work and thus also time manage-
ment that is compatible with the life situation of the respective employees. And 
ultimately, a more positive leadership culture will also help to create a healthy 
work environment by not losing sight of the well-being and health of employees.

Another fi nding of our police study was that employees who are led by a positive 
leadership experience their profession as far more attractive than those who are 
not. This is likely to have concrete relevant eff ects:

Fig. 5: PERMA-Lead in the police service 

Improved performance: If police offi  cers fi nd their job attractive, they are 
likely to be more motivated and committed, which can lead to improved 
performance.

Lower turnover: If police offi  cers fi nd their job attractive, they are less likely 
to change jobs, which can lead to lower turnover in the police service. Espe-
cially in today‘s labor shortage, this is a functionally relevant aspect.

a)

b)
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Improved public relations: If police offi  cers are proud of their profession, 
they can convey a more positive message to the public and thus improve 
the image of the police.

Strengthening the sense of teamwork: If police offi  cers fi nd their profes-
sion attractive, this can strengthen the sense of teamwork and cooperation 
within the police. Incidentally, this aspect was confi rmed within the frame-
work of this study. In police teams led by a positive leadership, colleagues 
support each other signifi cantly more often than in those teams where this 
is not the case.

c)

d)

In summary, it can be shown on the basis of well-founded data that “positive 
leadership“ should also be established as a leadership style in the police service.

Food for thought at the end...
Every journey begins with the fi rst step. No matter whether the destination is 
the supermarket around the corner or a village on the other side of the world. 
Thus, the question also applies to one‘s own further development: Which part of 
“positive leadership“ is feasible for me? Maybe the village on the other side of 
the world is not the destination, but the supermarket around the corner might 
be a good start. And then again tomorrow. And then again. “Positive leadership“ 
is not about ‘all or nothing‘. It is also not about setting a certain intervention 
once, but about integrating at least parts of this leadership approach and staying 
with it continuously. It is probably impossible for most people who eat mainly 
fast food to permanently change their diet completely from tomorrow onwards. 
Even if they know that their current diet will create quite a few problems in the 
medium term. But if they manage to include a single carrot in their diet every day, 
that‘s 365 carrots in a year. That‘s a total of around 40 kilograms of carrots that 
this person would not have eaten otherwise. And that is exactly what “positive 
leadership“ is about!
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