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Abstract
In spite of the potential benefits that strengths-based coaching can bring to organizations, 
basic questions remain regarding its impact on work engagement and job performance 
specially among non-executive employees. In a controlled trial study, 60 employees from 
an automotive industry company participated in a strengths-based micro coaching pro-
gram over a period of five weeks. The intervention followed a strengths-based coach-
ing approach, grounded in the identification, development, and balanced use of personal 
strengths to foster positive outcomes. Mixed methods, using quantitative and qualitative 
measures, were taken. Both the participants and their supervisors completed pre, post, and 
follow-up questionnaires, and the results indicated that the intervention program was suc-
cessful in increasing all the study variables after finishing the program. The results also 
showed the durability of the effects on the outcome variables over time (follow up). Quali-
tative data supported the study hypotheses. Through open questions inquiring about the 
outcomes of the program, the participants stated that it helped them to increase perfor-
mance and well-being. Practical implications suggest that this program can be a valuable 
short-term applied positive psychology intervention to help employees increase their work 
engagement and performance and promote optimal functioning in organizations.
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1 Introduction

People possess unique signature strengths— such as courage, wisdom, and humor— that 
are linked to a sense of self, identity, and authenticity, and usually lead to a strong intrinsic 
motivation to put them into practice (Proctor et  al. 2011). In organizational settings, the 
identification and use of personal strengths is a promising tool for increasing positive expe-
riences, and promoting optimal functioning in the pursuit of goal achievement (Dubreuil 
et  al. 2016; Linley 2008). Moreover, research suggests that strengths identification and 
application is a potentially important tool in personal and organizational development that 
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is becoming increasingly attractive to practitioners (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011). In a simi-
lar way, coaching psychology provides a remarkable opportunity to apply the principles 
of character strengths, based on positive psychology, to enhance well-being and achieve 
excellent performance in organizations (Grant and Cavanagh 2007). Specifically, strengths-
based coaching has been suggested as an applied link between strengths development and 
coaching psychology (Govindji and Linley 2007; Linley et al. 2010). Employees who use 
their strengths are more engaged at work (Harter et al. 2002) and more likely to achieve 
their goals (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011; Linley et al. 2010).

The highly competitive market that automotive companies face often requires an 
increasing complexity of the design processes and shorter delivery lead times. Manufactur-
ing competitive priorities generally includes low cost, quality, time, flexibility and innova-
tion (Bodein et al. 2013; Jayaram et al. 1999). In these contexts, employees highly involved 
in their work processes tend to increase their psychological work adjustment, well-being 
and effectiveness. Movement towards high involvement goals implies making better use of 
employees’ capacities and personal development, if the company wishes to improve their 
productivity outcomes (Boxall and Macky 2009). Therefore, to enable employees achieve 
superior performance, coaching and support are necessary (Bodein et al. 2013).

In spite of the growing body of research about the effects of coaching, mainly execu-
tive coaching, on employees’ well-being and performance in organizations (Grant 2013; 
Grant et al. 2009), little is known about the impact of coaching on these variables in non-
executive employees (Grant 2013). Thus, there is still a need for empirical studies with 
strong designs to investigate possible effects of non-executive coaching on positive out-
comes (Grant 2006; Green and Spence 2014) such as engagement and performance. Over-
all, given the increasing role of coaching in organizations worldwide (Grant 2013), fur-
ther development of an evidence-based framework for strengths-based coaching is needed 
(Dubreuil et al. 2016; Biswas-Diener et al. 2011).

In order to address this research gap, the present study seeks to add to the literature by 
reporting on a controlled trial study that explored the impact of a non-executive Strengths-
based Micro-Coaching program on work engagement and job performance using mixed 
methods (quantitative and qualitative) in our research design. To measure job performance, 
both self-reported and supervisors’ perceptions were considered. Finally, based on previous 
suggestions that coaching can be effective even when the number of coaching sessions is 
relatively small (Theeboom et al. 2014), we also aim to contribute to the positive psychol-
ogy coaching literature by highlighting the usefulness of short-term coaching (i.e., micro-
coaching) as an applied positive psychology intervention that can be valuable in increasing 
engagement and optimal functioning in organizations.

1.1  Strengths‑Based Coaching as a Positive Psychological Intervention (PPI)

Positive Psychology (PP) is defined as the scientific study of the optimal functioning of 
individuals and organizations (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2014). The main objective 
of this discipline is to build positive qualities in order to facilitate happiness and subjec-
tive well-being. Based on the humanistic assumption that people are basically healthy and 
resourceful and want to lead meaningful and fulfilling lives, this discipline can be under-
stood as a strengths-based psychology. Indeed, the strengths approach is one of the main 
pillars of PP.

A strength can be defined as a natural capacity for behaving, thinking, and feeling that is 
authentic and energizing to the individual and enables optimal functioning, development, 
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and effectiveness (Linley and Harrington 2006). Seligman (2002) proposed 24 distinct 
character strengths ranging from creativity to leadership to humor and classified under the 
six virtues of wisdom, courage, love, justice, temperance, and spirituality. This taxonomy 
of strengths is known as the ‘VIA’ (Values In Action; see Peterson and Seligman 2004 
for a review) inventory of strengths, which defines psychological or character strengths as 
morally valued traits whose use contributes to fulfillment and happiness. Linley and Har-
rington (2006) argued that when individuals use their signature strengths, they feel good 
about themselves, are better able to do what they naturally do best, and work toward ful-
filling their potential. Currently, an increasing number of professionals (i.e. therapists, 
coaches, and consultants) are using strengths-based interventions with their clients because 
they have been found to be significantly associated with well-being (Park et al. 2004), hap-
piness (Seligman et al. 2005), and goal attainment (Linley et al. 2010).

Recently, a newly applied sub-discipline of psychology has emerged, namely Coaching 
Psychology, which can be understood as a collaborative, solution focused, systematic meth-
odology designed to enhance well-being, facilitate goal attainment, and foster purposeful, 
positive change (Grant et al. 2010). Within the framework of a collaborative relationship, 
a coach encourages the coachee to set and strive for personally meaningful goals by: (1) 
identifying desired outcomes, (2) establishing specific goals, (3) enhancing motivation by 
identifying personal strengths, (4) identifying resources and formulating action plans, (5) 
monitoring and evaluating progress, and (6) modifying action plans based on this evalua-
tion (Grant 2011, 2013). In the field of business, the use of coaching as an important tool 
has increased substantially in the past two decades because it aims to optimize employ-
ees’ work-related performance and achieve organizational success (Joo 2005). In this spe-
cific work context, coaching is increasingly being used not only as a means of enhancing 
employees’ optimal functioning, but also as a tool for optimizing psychosocial well-being, 
especially from the perspective of positive psychology coaching.

There is a growing consensus among coaching psychology researchers that PP and 
coaching psychology are complementary partners because they share a focus on building 
on individuals’ strengths in order to enhance health, growth, and development (Biswas-
Diener 2010; Biswas-Diener and Dean 2007). From this point of view strengths-based 
coaching is an example of the integration between both perspectives (Govindji and Linley 
2007; Linley and Harrington 2006; Linley et al. 2010). This strengths-based approach aims 
to help clients identify their strengths and better direct their talents and abilities toward 
meaningful and engaging behaviors (Peterson and Seligman 2004).

Furthermore, previous research has demonstrated that emphasizing personal strengths 
in the workplace makes employees achieve their goals more effectively (Linley 2008), be 
more engaged (Harter et al. 2002), and perform better (Dubreuil et al. 2014). For these rea-
sons, strengths-based coaching has been proposed as an effective organizational interven-
tion for personal and organizational development (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011; Linley et al. 
2009). One useful way to make personal strengths work to promote beneficial outcomes is 
by using them to achieve goals. Previous research suggests that it is not only goal attain-
ment in itself that leads to well-being and better performance, but also the types of goals 
pursued and the motivation for pursuing them. In essence, people who seek goals that are 
consistent with their personal interests and values dedicate more continued effort to achiev-
ing these goals, and therefore are more likely to attain them (Govindji and Linley 2007; 
Linley et al. 2010).

Overall, the strengths-based approach offers a coherent theoretical framework and 
methodological consistency to the delivery of coaching in organizations (Mackie 2014). 
However, in spite of the potential benefits that strengths-based coaching can bring to 
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organizations (Linley et al. 2009), only a few studies have proposed and tested strengths-
based interventions in work settings (Cable et al. 2013, 2015; Dubreuil et al. 2016; Harzer 
and Ruch 2016; Hodges and Asplund 2010; Lee et  al. 2016; Meyers and van Woerkom 
2017; Page and Vella-Brodrick 2010). Thus, further development of an evidence-based 
framework and empirical research on this approach are needed, especially with non-execu-
tive employees.

1.2  Strengths‑Based Coaching, Work Engagement, and Job Performance

1.2.1  Strengths‑Based Coaching and Work Engagement

Although coaching has primarily focused on the enhancement of optimal functioning, peak 
performance, and the achievement of organizational goals, more recently the emergence 
of Positive Psychology coaching methods that encourage employees to develop strengths, 
positive resources and achieve personally meaningful goals in organizational settings has 
led to coaching focusing on employees’ well-being and engagement (Green and Spence 
2014; McQuaid et  al. 2018). Thus, work engagement is an important positive organiza-
tional outcome that can be promoted through strength coaching interventions (Crabb 
2011).

Conceived as the opposite of job burnout, work engagement can be understood as a 
positive state of mind characterized by three dimensions: (1) vigor: which refers to high 
levels of energy and mental resilience, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and 
persistence in facing difficulties; (2) dedication: which refers to strong involvement, that is, 
psychological identification with one’s work, and characterized by a sense of significance, 
enthusiasm, pride, inspiration, and challenges; and (3) absorption: which refers to a state 
of complete concentration and being engrossed in one’s activities (Schaufeli et al. 2002). 
As previous researchers have noted (Llorens-Gumbau and Salanova-Soria 2014; Salanova 
et al. 2016), work engagement arises from a motivational process that begins with the avail-
ability of job resources that stimulate employees’ motivation, and therefore leads to desir-
able work outcomes, such as life satisfaction, autonomy, positive affect, efficacy beliefs, 
organizational commitment and higher job performance. Hence, this positive state of mind 
is an important indicator of occupational well-being for both employees and organizations 
(Bakker and Demerouti 2017; Knight et al. 2017).

Grant and Cavanagh (2007) suggested workplace engagement as an important outcome 
to include in research examining the effect of coaching interventions. Other researchers 
have highlighted the predictive role of core aspects of coaching (e.g. generating meaning-
ful and positive feedback, clarity of goals) in enhancing work engagement (Bakker et al. 
2008). However, to date, few attempts have been made to develop frameworks for organi-
zational coaching that integrate and explore the impact on this dependent variable (Grant 
et al. 2010). In one of the few randomized controlled trials conducted to date, Duijts et al. 
(2008) found some evidence that coaching significantly reduced participants’ levels of 
burnout and improved general health, life satisfaction, and psychological well-being (Green 
and Spence 2014). In a diary study, Xanthopoulou et  al. (2009) reported that coaching 
had a direct positive relationship with work engagement. To explain this relationship, the 
authors proposed that individuals working in a resourceful work environment, such as one 
where they receive high-quality coaching, are likely to believe more in their own capabili-
ties, feel valued, and be optimistic that they will meet their goals. Consequently, employees 
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experience goal self-concordance, which may lead to higher levels of work engagement 
(Hobfoll 2002).

Furthermore, previous research has demonstrated that playing up one’s personal 
strengths makes employees more engaged at work (Harter et al. 2002; Dubreuil et al. 2016). 
Related to the first dimension of engagement (vigor), and according to Linley’s model 
(2008), when people use their strengths, they feel that they have more positive energy avail-
able to them and are more alive and vigorous. This intensified feeling of energy would be 
partly responsible for optimal functioning and performance, allowing people to work more 
vigorously and for longer periods of time. Another central feature of strengths use related 
to engagement (i.e. absorption and dedication) is that individuals “often” experience a state 
of deep concentration and involvement in an activity while using their strengths (Dubreuil 
et al. 2014). Despite the well-known benefits of using strengths at work and the growing 
popularity of strengths-based coaching in organizations (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Linley et al. 
2009), the impact of this intervention on employees’ work engagement has hardly been 
assessed.

Hypothesis 1 Participants will increase their levels of work engagement after the inter-
vention (from Pre to Post), and compared to a Waiting List-control group (WL).

1.2.2  Strengths‑Based Coaching and Job Performance

Another way coaching can benefit organizational effectiveness is through its potential 
impact on employees’ performance (Grant 2013). The definition of Job Performance gen-
erally includes two dimensions: (1) in-role or task performance, which includes activities 
related to the formal job that directly serve the goals of the organization, and (2) extra-role 
or contextual performance, which denotes actions that exceed what the employee is sup-
posed to do (e.g., helping others or voluntary overtime; Goodman and Svyantek 1999). 
This second dimension of performance refers to citizenship behaviors that directly pro-
mote the effective functioning of an organization without necessarily directly influencing 
an employee’s productivity (Podsakoff et al. 2000).

Previous meta-analytic studies have confirmed the strong relationship between coaching 
and job performance. Coaching in organizations is essentially a relatively straightforward 
process of setting goals and developing action plans with the ultimate objective of optimiz-
ing employees’ work-related functioning and performance (Grant 2013; Theeboom et al. 
2014). Coaching can foster performance by helping employees to establish self-concordant 
goals, increase their motivation, and become involved in cognitive preparations such as 
self-awareness and the potential for growth and development (Grant 2011, 2013). The use 
of simple process models such as the Review, Evaluation, Goal, Reality, Options, Wrap-up 
model (RE-GROW; see Grant 2003, 2011; Whitmore 1992 for review) encourages coaches 
to take ownership of their goal striving and behavior change. This coaching process creates 
a self-regulation cycle that is important for successful behavior change and, thus, better 
performance.

Although coaching has been widely used in workplaces for several decades, there is 
still relatively little research on its impact and effectiveness (Green and Spence 2014). Par-
ticularly in the relationship with job performance, the few randomized controlled studies 
carried out to date indicate that coaching can indeed improve goal attainment (Grant et al. 
2009) and performance (Kines et al. 2010). However, these studies were conducted with 
executives or employees through workplace coaching by their managers as coaches (Grant 
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2013). To the authors’ knowledge, to date, no controlled studies of coaching conducted 
with non-executives by professional external coaches have assessed coaching’s impact on 
job performance (in-role and extra-role). Although the training of managers in coaching 
skills represents a significant contribution to rise coaching in the workplace, one of the 
main benefits of appealing to external coaching providers is the need in organizations to 
distinguish formal coaching from the intermittent use of coaching skills by line managers 
in their supervisory duties. Additionally, external coaches’ specific knowledge domain and 
expertise (e.g. therapeutic approaches, psychological models, organization development), 
professional practice and external perspective to the organization are also identified as key 
factors in coaching success. (Grant et al. 2010).

Moreover, previous research has found the use of strengths to be positively associated 
with work performance. In essence, individuals who have opportunities to apply their 
strengths at work are more likely to demonstrate work performance behaviors, not only by 
fulfilling their required tasks, but also by adapting better to change and acting more proac-
tively in their work environments (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Hodges and Asplund 2010). Thus, 
the use of strengths would be associated with both in-role and extra-role performance.

Further research has proposed three underlying psychological processes that might be 
operating in the relationship between strength use and job performance. When people use 
their strengths, they: (1) feel like they have more energy available to them; (2) experience 
a feeling of authenticity, described as a feeling of being true to oneself and following one’s 
own direction, thus, making employees feel genuine and like they are in the right role at 
work; and (3) experience a state of deep concentration and involvement in an activity, 
thus engaging in greater cognitive activity and attaining self-concordant goals and success 
at work (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Linley 2008). Therefore, work engagement, with its three 
dimensions (vigor, dedication and absorption), can be understood as an underlying psy-
chological mechanism that explains how the use of strengths is related to job performance.

Despite the growing popularity and well-known benefits of strength-based coaching in 
organizations, so far very little is known about the impact of this intervention on employ-
ees’ performance (Dubreuil et  al. 2014; Hodges and Asplund 2010). This is surprising, 
considering that one of the main goals of the strengths-based approach is to foster opti-
mal functioning (Linley et al. 2010). Furthermore, another important aspect in assessing 
the efficacy of coaching is collecting ratings not only from the coachees themselves (self-
reported), but also from supervisors’ perceptions of the outcome variables (Grant 2013). 
Therefore, we formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2 Participants will increase both their self-reported and supervisor reported 
levels of job performance after the intervention (from Pre to Post), and compared to WL.

1.2.3  The Durability of the Effects

Previous research suggests that longitudinal research is needed in order to ensure that the 
impact of coaching is more than just the result of engagement in a helping relationship. 
Therefore, it is essential to develop and conduct rigorous follow-up studies to establish 
the effectiveness of a coaching intervention over time (Grant and Cavanagh 2007). The 
few longitudinal studies conducted to date have indicated that coaching produces sus-
tained changes (Grant and Cavanagh 2007; Grant 2013). For instance, in a randomized 
control study, Green et al. (2006) found that gains from participation in a 10-week, solu-
tion-focused, cognitive-behavioral life coaching program were maintained at the 30-week 
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follow up. In another longitudinal study, Libri and Kemp (2006) conducted an 18-month 
follow-up study, and the results indicated that coaching enhanced employees’ sales perfor-
mance and core self-assessments.

Furthermore, previous research has highlighted the important role of the use of strengths 
as a predictor of well-being over time. Wood et al. (2011) confirmed that people who use 
their strengths experience greater vitality and positive affect over a long period of time. 
Moreover, preliminary results from longitudinal research with health sector workers indi-
cated that, following a strengths-development intervention, strength use led to increases in 
positive outcomes (i.e. subjective vitality and concentration), which in turn led to increases 
in work performance and satisfaction (Forest et al. 2013). However, there is a gap in the 
research due to the lack of longitudinal studies that assess the impact of strengths-based 
coaching on employees’ positive outcomes in organizations (Govindji and Linley 2007). 
Therefore, in the current study, we attempt to investigate the durability of the effects on the 
outcome variables (work engagement and job performance) four months after finishing the 
intervention program.

Hypothesis 3 The whole intervention group (EX plus WL) will maintain their increases 
in work engagement and job performance four months after the intervention program (Fol-
low up; FUP), compared to Pre intervention.

2  Method

2.1  Participants and Procedure

The present study was conducted in a multinational automotive industry company located 
in Spain. The researchers contacted the manager of the plant with whom they arranged 
an initial meeting in order to evaluate the possibility of implementing a positive psychol-
ogy intervention in the company. During the meeting, the plant manager expressed the 
employees’ need to develop personal resources and motivation in order to address the high 
demands (e.g., high levels of workload, time pressure, responsibility, shift work) they face 
in their daily work and achieve ambitious performance goals.

Seventy-six employees who held technical or engineering positions with non-supervi-
sory or executive responsibilities were invited to participate in a Strengths-based Micro-
Coaching program through two informational meetings. During these meetings, par-
ticipants were informed about the nature and characteristics of the study, the aims of the 
intervention program, and the evaluation procedure. Additionally, they were told that the 
confidentiality of their replies would be guaranteed according to the European data regula-
tion standards. Participation was entirely voluntary, and there were no additional economic 
rewards or employee benefits for their involvement in the study. The study adhered to ethi-
cal standards, and was part of a broader research project called “Success factors, best prac-
tices and positive interventions in healthy and resilient organizations”, which was approved 
by the Research Ethics Committee of Universitat Jaume I, in Spain.

A total of 60 employees (79%) initially agreed to participate. Next, participants were 
distributed into: (1) the experimental condition (EX; N = 35), divided into six groups that 
took part simultaneously, and (2) the waiting-list control condition (WL; N = 25), which 
served as an untreated comparison during the study. The groups were not randomly cho-
sen because many of the participants worked with rotating schedules in the manufacturing 
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plant, and therefore the company preferred them to choose between both groups depending 
on the workshops dates and their work shifts. After the EX finished the program, the three 
remaining groups that made up the WL also participated in the intervention program.

The empirical research was carried out using a mixed methodology, both quantitative 
and qualitative. With regards to the quantitative method, online questionnaires were dis-
tributed via direct links sent by email to each participant (N = 60) at different times: before 
starting the program (T1; Pre intervention self-assessment), after finishing the program the 
EX (T2; Post intervention self-assessment for EX and Pre intervention self-assessment for 
WL), after finishing the program the WL (T3; Post intervention self-assessment just for 
WL), and four months after finishing the program each group (T4; FUP intervention self-
assessment). Participants were asked to complete the surveys during working hours, and 
the approximate time it took to answer them was 15 min. At the beginning of the question-
naire, participants signed an informed consent form agreeing to release their personal data 
for scientific research exclusively. Supervisors’ (N = 9) ratings as measures of employee’s 
Job Performance were included in order to obtain an external performance assessment and 
avoid common method variance. Each supervisor evaluated between 3 and 16 employees 
(M = 5.7; SD = 2.2).

The company supported the study by allowing employees to attend sessions during 
work hours. Due to unexpected changes in work demands, organizational restructuring, or 
personal reasons, four employees did not complete the intervention program. Therefore, 56 
(93%) participants finished the program and completed the Post questionnaires, whereas 
52 (87%) responded to the FUP questionnaire. For organizational reasons, the WL groups 
started the intervention immediately after the EX groups finished (after T2 evaluation), 
rather than waiting until the completion of the FUP questionnaires. Figure 1 outlines the 
research design of the study. Last but not least, qualitative data was gathered through open 
questions obtained from the last individual coaching sessions.

The average age for the participants was 36 years (SD = 7.5, ranging from 22 to 52), and 
70% were male. Moreover, 82% had a tenured contract, and the average job tenure in the 
company was 8.57 years (SD = 8.5).

2.2  Strengths‑Based Coaching Program Description

The intervention developed in this study was called the “Strength-based Micro-Coach-
ing Program”, and it was conducted by professional coaching psychologists external to 
the organization. The aims of the program were: (1) to present and deliver feedback on 
the self-assessment results related to the participants’ positive psychological resources 

Fig. 1  Experimental design of the study. T1—time 1; T2—time 2; T3—time 3; T4—time 4; EX—experi-
mental group; WL—waiting list-control group
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(self-efficacy, resilience, hope and optimism), Work Engagement and Job Performance, 
(2) to support participants’ goal achievement through the development of an action plan 
based on personal strengths, and (3) to increase participants’ Work Engagement and Job 
Performance.

The intervention followed a strengths-based approach (Linley et al. 2010), and the RE-
GROW (Grant 2003, 2011) model was used to structure the program. Based on these two 
approaches, the intervention focused on the establishment of a specific goal related to per-
sonal and professional development, followed by an action plan based on the identification, 
development, and use of personal strengths. The steps followed during the entire program 
were based on the generic self-regulation cycle (see Grant for review, 2003) which consists 
of a series of processes that includes setting a goal, developing an action plan, monitoring 
and evaluating the progress through self-reflection and changing actions to further enhance 
performance and achieve goals. The intervention model of the present study (see Fig. 2) 
expands Grant’s model by including a self-assessment feedback as a first step previous to 
establishing the goal, and strengths discovery and integration step followed by identifying 
options step before developing the action plan.

The intervention program lasted for a period of six weeks and was delivered in a two-
hour group workshop session, followed by three individual coaching sessions. Previous 
research confirmed that the number of coaching sessions is not related to the effectiveness 
of the intervention, and, thus, even short-term coaching can be effective (Theeboom et al. 
2014).

First, during the group workshop session, participants received Positive Psychology 
and Coaching Positive Psychology academic input. Next, feedback on the self-assessment 
results was given, with the objective of making them aware of their self-perceived per-
sonal resources, engagement and performance variables. Supervisors’ scores reports were 
not included in the feedback delivered by the external coaches in this group session. The 
company considers that it is the supervisor’s task to deliver performance feedback to each 
employee as a regular procedure due to the international policy of the company. So far, that 
was not part of the intervention program.

Fig. 2  Intervention program model based on the generic self-regulation cycle (Grant 2003)
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Based on these results, participants established a specific goal related to their personal 
and professional development. In addition, a booklet was provided containing work slo-
gans, information relevant to each coaching session, instructions for coaching activities, 
and suggested reading materials. Participants also gave written qualitative feedback on 
their experiences in the workshop and their key learning points.

After the workshop, the participants went through two weekly 90-minute individual ses-
sions, which consisted of the (re) definition of the established goal and the development 
of an action plan for goal achievement, based on personal strengths. This strengths-based 
approach was based on previous work (e.g. Biswas-Diener 2010; Dubreuil et al. 2016; Lin-
ley 2008; Seligman et al. 2005) and involved three steps: (1) discovery: participants were 
invited to identify their strengths based on the VIA, and through symbol identification and 
answering powerful questions; (2) integration: participants were invited to reflect on and 
analyze their strengths, areas of improvement, and external opportunities for goal achieve-
ment; and (3) action: during the development of the action plan, participants were invited 
to think about ways they could use their strengths at work to better achieve their goals. 
Additionally, between sessions, participants did specific exercises related to the develop-
ment of the action plan at work.

Finally, two weeks after finishing the two 90-min sessions, participants received a 
follow-up 60-min final session with the aim of supervising the action plan, savoring the 
positive outcomes and goal attainment, and receiving feedback on the program, in order 
to ensure the transfer of training back into their day-to-day work. During this session, the 
“Best Possible Self” exercise (BPS; Peters et  al. 2010), followed by visualization tech-
niques, was practiced as a closing activity. Participants were invited to write, based on their 
strengths, about a better future where they imagined themselves in the best possible condi-
tion in relation to the achievement of the goal, considering three specific areas (personal, 
professional, and social). These authors found BPS manipulation to be effective in increas-
ing psychological well-being and personal resources.

2.3  Measures

2.3.1  Work Engagement

Work Engagement was measured by a nine-item short version of the Utrecht Work Engage-
ment Scale (Schaufeli et al. 2006). The scale includes three dimensions measured by three 
items each: (1) vigor (α = 0.92), (i.e., “At my work, I feel bursting with energy”), (2) dedi-
cation (α = 0.84), (i.e., “I am enthusiastic about my job”), and (3) absorption (α = 0.81), 
(i.e., “I am immersed in my work”). All the items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale 
ranging from 0 (almost never) to 6 (almost always).

2.3.2  Job Performance

Job Performance was assessed by six items included in the HERO (HEalthy & Resilient 
Organization) questionnaire (Salanova et  al. 2012) and adapted from the Goodman and 
Svyantek scale (1999). Participants were asked to rate each of the statements individually 
using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree/never) to 6 (strongly 
agree/always). Two dimensions were considered, with three items in each: (1) in-role 
performance (α = 0.75), (i.e., “I achieve the objectives of the job”) and (2) extra-role per-
formance (α = 0.83), (i.e., “I help other employees with their work when they have been 
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absent”). The same measure was administrated to supervisors, but on these questionnaires, 
supervisors were asked to think about their employees’ Job Performance.

2.3.3  Qualitative Measure

Participants were asked to respond to an open-question (i.e. “What specific positive out-
comes (if any) did you gain from participating in this program?”) to obtain information 
about the outcomes and benefits of the intervention program.

2.4  Data Analyses

First, descriptive analyses and inter-correlations among the study variables were per-
formed. Then, one-factor Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) were applied, using SPSS, to 
examine whether there were significant differences between the EX and WL conditions 
in the demographic variables before the intervention took place. Next, to test the effects 
of the intervention program, data were analyzed with a 2 x 2 repeated-measures ANOVA 
consisting of one between-subjects factor (group: EX, WL) and one within-subjects factor 
(time: T1, T2). Additionally, paired-sample t tests were implemented to test for differences 
between Pre (T1)- and Post (T2)-time factors for EX, and Pre (T2)- and Post (T3) times for 
WL. The FUP (T4) time factor was not calculated for the WL group because they had com-
pleted the intervention before the third evaluation was administrated.

Furthermore, univariate analyses for all outcome variables were also applied to iden-
tify effects possibly overlooked in the analysis of variance. Interaction effects were exam-
ined by comparing time factors (T1, T2) across each group (EX, WL). A significance level 
of 0.05 was established for all tests. Following Cohen (1988), Cohen’s d as a measure of 
effect sizes in paired-sample t tests for both EX and WL results and t test comparisons 
between groups, and eta squared in the repeated measures ANOVA were also estimated.

Moreover, once the WL had completed the intervention program, paired-sample t tests 
were implemented for the whole intervention group (EX plus WL) to test for differences 
between Pre (N = 60), Post (N = 56), and FUP (N = 52). Both self-reported and supervisor 
scores were used. Cohen’s d measures of effect sizes were also calculated for the whole 
intervention group.

Finally, participants’ responses were systematically classified and grouped by thematic 
content, in order to analyze qualitative data on the outcomes of the intervention program 
(Ahuvia 2001; Denecke and Nejdl 2009). Next, frequency and percentage of each emerg-
ing category were estimated.

3  Results

3.1  Self‑Reported Measure Results

Table  1 shows means, standard deviations, internal consistencies (Cronbach’s α), and 
correlations between the outcome variables for Pre, Post and FUP scores for the whole 
intervention group (EX plus WL, N = 60). Next, we tested whether there were signifi-
cant differences between EX and WL on the demographic variables before the inter-
vention (Pre-time). One-factor ANOVA results indicated no differences between the 
two groups on the socio-demographic data [age (F(1,59) = 0.34; p = 0.56, ns;), gender 
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(F(1,59) = 2.04; p = 0.16, ns;) and years of tenure (F(1,58) = 01.68; p = 0.56, ns;)]. With 
these results, we proceeded to carry out the study, concluding that the two groups were 
comparable.

A repeated-measures ANOVA showed a significant time (T1, T2) x group (EX, 
WL) interaction effect for the outcomes variables [Work Engagement (F(1, 55) = 5.95, 
p < 0.05, ƞp

2 = 0.020), and Job Performance (F(1, 55) = 9.02, p < 0.005, ƞp
2 = 0.059)]. 

These results indicated that EX had significantly higher scores than WL at Post inter-
vention (T2) compared to Pre (T1). The differences demonstrated a small effect size for 
Work Engagement, and an intermediate effect size for self-reported Job Performance. 
Figure 3 shows plotted means for each time factor (T1, T2) across the groups (EX, WL) 
for each outcome variable.

Paired-sample t test results for EX indicated significant differences in all the depend-
ent variables’ mean scores between evaluation times [Work Engagement (t(35) = − 2.80; 
p < 0.01, d = 0.95), and Job Performance (t(35) = − 2.45; p < 0.05, d = 0.83)], with 
higher scores at T2 compared to T1. The differences demonstrated large effect sizes for 

Table 1  Pre, Post, and FUP intervention means, standard deviations, internal consistencies, and correlations 
of all the variables for the whole intervention group

Correlations; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

Variables M SD α 1 2 3

Pre intervention scores
1. Work Engagement 4.75 0.81 0.92 –
2. Job Performance (Self-reported) 4.86 0.75 0.83 0.33* –
3. Job Performance (Supervisors) 4.60 0.98 0.92 0.09 0.12 –
Post intervention scores
1. Work Engagement 4.92 0.81 0.92 –
2. Job Performance (Self-reported) 5.24 0.72 0.92 0.50** –
3. Job Performance (Supervisors) 4.89 0.83 0.93 0.23 0.42** –
FUP intervention scores
1. Work Engagement 4.83 0.87 0.95 –
2. Job Performance (Self-reported) 5.16 0.77 0.93 0.42** –
3. Job Performance (Supervisors) 4.77 0.86 0.90 0.07 0.05 –

Work Engagement Job Performance

Fig. 3  Self-reported plotted means for each time factor (T1, T2) across groups
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both variables. However, for WL, paired-sample t test results indicated no significant 
differences from T1 to T2 [Work Engagement (t(20) = 0.88; ns) and Job Performance 
(t(20) = 1.83; ns)].

Furthermore, results of t test comparisons between groups (EX, WL) showed no sig-
nificant differences in the outcome variables at T1 [Work Engagement (t(58) = − 0.07; ns) 
and Job Performance (t(58) = 0.07; ns)]. In addition, results at T2 indicated that there were 
no significant differences between groups for Work Engagement [t(54) = 1.04; ns] and Job 
Performance [t(54) = 1.68; ns].

Finally, paired-sample t test results for the whole intervention group (EX plus WL, 
N = 54) indicated significantly higher scores on all the dependent variables at Post com-
pared to Pre intervention times [Work Engagement (t(54) = − 2.38 p < 0.05, d = 0.65) and 
Job Performance (t(54) = − 3.69 p < 0.001, d = 1.01)], revealing an intermediate effect size 
for Work Engagement and a large effect size for Job Performance. Moreover, results from 
Pre to FUP showed significant differences in Job Performance [t(47) = − 2.78 p < 0.01, 
d = 0.81], indicating a large effect size, but not Work Engagement [t(46) = − 0.86; ns].

3.2  Supervisor Measure Results

A repeated-measures ANOVA for Job Performance showed a significant time (T1, T2) 
x group (EX, WL) interaction effect for supervisors’ scores [F(1,51) = 10.28; p < 0.005, 
ƞp

2 = 0.078], indicating that supervisors evaluated EX participants with significantly higher 
scores than WL participants at T2 compared to T1. The difference demonstrated an inter-
mediate effect size for this variable. Figure 4 shows plotted means for each time factor (T1, 
T2) across the groups (EX and WL).

Paired-sample t test results for the EX group indicated significant differences in the 
scores given by supervisors for Job Performance between T1 and T2 [t(33) = − 4.72; 
p < 0.001, d = 1.64], with higher scores at T2, indicating an intermediate effect size for this 
variable. As expected, for the WL group, paired-sample t test results showed no significant 
differences from T1 to T2 [t(18) = 0.77; ns].

Furthermore, results of t test comparisons of supervisors’ scores between groups (EX, 
WL) showed no significant differences in Job Performance at T1 [t(51) = 0.91; ns]. How-
ever, results at T2 indicated significant differences between groups [t(56) = 2.18; p < 0.05, 
d = 0.58] on the same outcome variable, with higher scores for EX group. This difference 
revealed an intermediate effect size.

Fig. 4  Supervisors’ plotted 
means for each time factor (T1, 
T2) across groups

Job Performance
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Finally, paired-sample t test results for the whole intervention group (N = 60), after 
WL had completed the program, indicated significantly higher supervisor scores for 
Job Performance at Post (M = 4.86) compared to Pre intervention time [M = 4.60; 
(t(52) = − 4.90 p < 0.000, d = 1.36)], indicating a large effect size. However, the results 
showed no significant differences from Pre to FUP (M = 4.77) [t(52) = − 1.27; ns]. 
Figure 5 shows plotted means for the whole intervention group for self-reported and 
supervisors’ scores.

Means and standard deviations for self-reported and supervisors’ scores for each 
variable across both groups at different times (T1 and T2) are shown in Table 2.

Work Engagement Job Performance

Job Performance

Fig. 5  Dependent variables for the whole intervention group across time

Table 2  T1–T2 means and standard deviations (SD) for EX and WL groups

EX (N = 35) WL (N = 25)

T1 T2 t value p value T1 T2 t value p value

Self-reported scores
Work Engagement 4.7 (0.75) 5.0 (0.64) − 2.80 0.008 4.9 (0.70) 4.8 (0.93) 0.88 0.386
Job Performance 4.9 (0.65) 5.2 (0.75) − 2.45 0.017 5.0 (0.61) 4.8 (0.91) 1.83 0.083
Supervisors’ scores
Job Performance 4.6 (0.98) 5.0 (0.87) − 4.72 0.000 4.4 (0.97) 4.4 (0.79) 0.77 0.643



Facilitating Work Engagement and Performance Through…

1 3

3.3  Qualitative Data

Participants (N = 56) responses to the qualitative question (“What specific outcomes did 
you gain from participating in this program?”) obtained from the last individual coach-
ing session were classified, and are presented below, listed by order of frequency with 
which they were mentioned by the participants: (1) 37 responses (42%) were related 
to ‘goal attainment and increased job performance’ (e.g., “Improvements in the defini-
tion of goals and the ability to achieve them”); (2) 34 responses (38.6%) were related 
to ‘awareness and development of strengths and personal resources’ (e.g., “Awareness 
of how I am, of my strengths and areas of improvement”); and (3) 17 (19.3%) were 
related to ‘increased satisfaction and well-being’ (e.g., “Satisfaction of having achieved 
the goal”).

4  Discussion

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact of participating in a non-executive 
Strengths-based Micro-Coaching Program on employees’ Work Engagement and Job 
Performance. Overall, the results of the study are consistent with the proposed hypothe-
sis. After participating in the program, participants showed significant increases in both 
outcome variables. Therefore, findings from this study contribute to the coaching psy-
chology literature by highlighting that short-term strengths coaching can be a valuable 
applied positive psychology intervention to increase well-being and optimal functioning 
in organizations. Thus, the results from the study are consistent with previous research 
suggesting that coaching can be effective even when the number of coaching sessions 
is relatively small (Theeboom et  al. 2014) and, in this specific case, when signature 
strengths are used as the main tool during the coaching sessions. In addition, the results 
extend the literature on empirical randomized control trial studies with longitudinal 
designs considering the perceptions of both employees and their supervisors.

Specifically, regarding the impact of the intervention program on Work Engagement, 
the results supported H1, indicating that after participating in the program (Post-time), 
participants perceived significant increases in their levels of Work Engagement, when 
comparing EX and WL and when considering the whole intervention group. These find-
ings are congruent with previous research confirming the positive and direct effect of 
coaching (Grant and Hartley 2014; Xanthopoulou et al. 2009) and the use of personal 
strengths at work (Harter et al. 2002; Dubreuil et al. 2016) on work engagement. Addi-
tionally, the qualitative results indicated that participants found that the program helped 
them to increase satisfaction and wellbeing. Based on the assumption that work engage-
ment can be considered a positive, work-related state of wellbeing (Schaufeli et  al. 
2002), this qualitative finding contributed to confirming H1 of the present study.

Furthermore, considering the effects of the program on Job Performance, the results 
fully supported H2; that is, participants’ levels of Job Performance (both self-reported 
and perceived by their supervisors) significantly increased after participating in the pro-
gram (Post time), both compared to WL (from T1 to T2) and considering the whole 
intervention group (from Pre to Post times). Additionally, qualitative data also con-
firmed H2, showing that the most relevant outcome of participating in the program was 
an increase in goal attainment and job performance.
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The results are consistent with previous meta-analytic studies showing the impact 
of coaching on job performance in a variety of empirical studies (Grant 2013; Thee-
boom et  al. 2014). Specifically, the few randomized controlled studies carried out to 
date have confirmed the positive effect of executive coaching on goal attainment (Grant 
et  al. 2009) and the impact of employee workplace coaching on performance (Kines 
et  al. 2010). Furthermore, the results also contribute to the strengths-based coaching 
literature, highlighting the strong association between the use of strengths and perfor-
mance (Dubreuil et al. 2014; Hodges and Asplund 2010).

Moreover, although results on the durability of the effects indicated that all the outcome 
variables’ levels remained higher at FUP compared to Pre-intervention in the whole inter-
vention group, the difference was only statistically significant in self-reported levels of Job 
Performance, indicating that employees who participated in the program perceived their 
levels of performance significantly higher from Pre to FUP. This result is consistent with 
previous longitudinal studies showing that coaching (Libri and Kemp 2006) and strengths-
based interventions (Forest et al. 2013) enhance employees’ performance over time. Addi-
tionally, even though participants’ levels of Work Engagement and supervisors’ perception 
of Job Performance were also higher four months after finishing the program, compared 
to baseline levels, the differences were not statistically significant, and the levels at FUP 
started to decrease somewhat over time. Thus, H3 was only partially confirmed. We believe 
that one of the reasons for this could be the lack of a second follow-up session one or two 
months after finishing coaching in order to monitor progress and ensure that participants 
stay motivated and persist in their goal achievement.

Finally, the participants’ qualitative responses not only supported the quantitative find-
ings about the expected outcomes of the program, but they also revealed that the Strengths-
based Coaching intervention was successful in helping participants to gain awareness and 
develop strengths and personal resources. This finding is consistent with previous research 
indicating that: (1) coaching has a positive impact on psychological characteristics (e.g. 
self-efficacy, resilience, hope; Franklin and Doran 2009), and (2) strengths-based coaching 
helps individuals to build on their strengths and personal resources (Biswas-Diener and 
Dean 2007; Govindji and Linley 2007; Proctor et al. 2011).

4.1  Limitations and Future Research

The present study also has some limitations. First, a strictly randomized assignment of the 
participants to the experimental conditions was not possible. However, one-factor ANOVA 
results revealed no significant differences between EX and WL groups on the socio-demo-
graphic data, and results from t test comparisons between both groups also showed no sig-
nificant differences in the outcome variables at T1 (before starting the intervention).

Second, because this study reports on data collected in one specific organization within 
the automotive sector, the findings cannot be generalized to other organizations or settings. 
Therefore, future research should implement and explore the impact of this intervention 
program in companies of other sectors to further compare the results.

A third limitation is that because a field study was conducted in a real organization, 
the research design had to be adapted to the organizational context. For instance, the 
WL groups started the intervention immediately after the EX groups finished, and, thus, 
comparisons of the two conditions at FUP could not be estimated. However, considering 
the whole intervention group (EX and WL), paired-sample t test comparisons across the 
three evaluation times (Pre, Post and FUP) were calculated and showed interesting results. 
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Moreover, considering that the levels of the outcome variables showed a decreasing pattern 
at FUP, although the levels remained higher than at Pre intervention, future studies should 
include follow-up coaching sessions over time in order to maintain and optimize the out-
come variables.

Finally, to the authors’ knowledge, this study is the first to explore the impact of a non-
executive, short-term, strengths-based coaching program on work engagement and job 
performance using a randomized control design. Although we found positive effects that 
confirmed our hypotheses, further research is needed to better understand the underlying 
psychological mechanisms throughout the intervention program that can influence the 
outcome variables. For instance, diary study evaluation and data from each coaching ses-
sion could offer relevant information about the evaluation process. Furthermore, upcoming 
studies could also evaluate the impact of this intervention program on the development 
and use of personal strengths and resources, in addition to objective organizational perfor-
mance metrics. Finally, employees’ appraisals of the intervention process (e.g. employees’ 
readiness for change and involvement, exposure to components of the intended interven-
tion, line managers’ actions, etc.) should also be considered because previous research sug-
gests that they can explain variance in the outcomes and, thus, determine the success of an 
intervention (Randall et al. 2009).
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