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ABSTRACT 

 

This study reports on findings from the restoration of Maungatautari Ecological Island Reserve, 

New Zealand.  Twenty-one farming workplaces were affected by the restoration process. Findings 

highlight how an enhanced workplace context, via the restoration process, aided individual 

wellbeing in terms of developing meaning and social connectivity in previously isolated work 

places.  The findings lend support to the notion that human resource academics and practitioners 

may find the contributions of positive psychology aid in enhancing meaning and social 

connectivity at work, leveraging workplace and employee potential and wellbeing. 

 

Keywords:  Wellbeing; positive psychology; farming workplaces; connection to place; meaning; social connectivity 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

ristotle, over 2000 years ago, argued that happiness was the key to a good life.  Happiness however 

was not about the immediate joys of money or pleasure, but the role and contribution to greater 

positive factors in life, those that aid individuals in finding purpose and meaning. Further, the early 

Greek philosopher argued that happiness was not separate or exclusionary to self, or distance from other selves, but 

is sought in the environment in which we live. ―Happiness‘ therefore is a holistic ideal; it depends both on the 

individual factors that aid our own happiness and on the environment in which we live out our lives (Devettere 

2002).  

 

In modern life much of our time is spent in the workplace. In the modern world therefore, to be happy, 

people need to not only to find purpose and meaning but also to work in organisations that develop and recognize 

the contribution of work and workplaces on individual happiness (Gavin and Mason 2004).  

 

ACCENTUATE THE POSITIVE  

 

Historically, the organisational sciences have been preoccupied with the negative aspects of work and life 

(Wright and Quick 2009 a,b); studies have highlighted and demonstrated, for example, the unfavourable outcome of 

stress and conflict on work and life, on wellbeing, job satisfaction, turnover intentions and commitment (Haar 2006; 

Kossek and Ozeki 1998, 1999; Thompson, Beauvais, and Lyness, 1999; Eaton 2003). Luthans, Youssef and Avolio 

(2007) after review of recent research, for example, found a 375:1 ratio of negative to positive research topics on 

human resources and organisational behaviour issues. Coined the ‗deficit‘ model of research the focus has been on 

approaches and behaviours that have served to highlight stress, conflict, dysfunctional behaviour and attitudes, and 

counterproductive organisational structures and cultures. Luthans and Avolio (2009) suggest that the focus of this 

research so far can only equip organisations and their members with some survival skills that may help them sustain 

average performance at best. 

 

A 
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However, recently an alternative field of study aimed at examining the positive situations and aspects of 

human life has had growing influence in organisational studies. Positive organisational scholarship, as an alternative 

to the deficit model of research, is aimed at understanding positive human processes and workplace dynamics that 

aid in making life meaningful (Donaldson and Ko 2010). The aim is to build on and highlight that which is right in 

organisations and which may contribute to future workplaces.  Positive organisational scholarship has drawn from 

the principles of positive psychology. Positive Psychology sought to redirect psychological research towards the 

―forgotten aims of psychology of encouraging healthy and happy people to become more productive and self 

actualising‖ (Seligman 2002, 82).  Positive psychology, therefore, is an ‗umbrella‘ term for the study of positive 

emotions, positive character traits, and enabling institutions. Positive psychology focuses on strengths that build 

human potential, rather than the traditional model based on weaknesses (Peterson and Seligman 2003).   

 

Proponents of the positive psychology and positive organisational scholarship movements maintain that 

research findings from the positive perspective should supplement, not replace, what is known about stress and the 

detrimental aspects of work and life. The intent of positive psychology, and positive organisational behaviour, is to 

have a more complete and balanced understanding of the human experience —―the peaks, the valleys, and 

everything in between… it should include an understanding of suffering and happiness, as well as their interaction, 

and interventions that both relieve suffering and increase happiness — the two separable endeavours‖ are of equal 

value in research (Seligman et al. 2005, 430). As such the aim of positive psychology is to develop ways and means 

to help people experience worthy emotions like personal happiness, both within themselves and within the broader 

social context in which they work and live (Gavin and Mason 2004; Wright and Quick 2009 a,b). 

 

THE ROLE OF EMPLOYEE HAPPINESS [WELLBEING] 

 

‗Happiness‘ is a lay construct. Although the term ‗happiness‘ is derived from Aristotle‘s teachings of 

eudaimonia, the term ‗happiness‘ when used is replete with personal meaning for each of us.  Therefore in order to 

study the idea of ‗happiness‘ more scientifically with more precise definition, scholars have tended recently to treat 

‗happiness‘ as ‗wellbeing‘ (Hird 2003; Ryan and Deci 2008). Wellbeing is a broader construct than ‗happiness‘ and 

includes wellbeing in terms of personal growth, purpose in life, positive relationships with others, and social 

contribution and integration (Eid and Larsen 2008; Keyes 1988; Ryff 1989; Ryff and Keys 1995; Diener, Suh, Lucas 

and Smith 1999; Keyes and Magyar-Moe 2003). 

 

Although growth in the field of wellbeing also reflects larger societal trends concerning the value of the 

individual, combined with the importance of subjective views in evaluating life (Haybron 2006; Kashdan, Rose and 

Finchman 2004; Kashdan, Uswatte and Julian 2006; Fredrickson 2000) within the workplace, wellbeing is 

increasingly becoming an important issue as those organisations that recognise the role of wellbeing are found to 

have more ―creative, effective and socially integrated workers‖ (Fredrickson 2003, 171).  

 

Wellbeing at work has a long history - the ‗happy‘ worker as a productive worker is not a new thesis. In 

fact the Hawthorne studies in the 1920s highlighted the role and contribution of happiness to productivity. Recent 

research has supported this hypothesis (Quick and Quick 2004; Wright and Cropanzano, 2004; 2007). For example, 

research investigating the connection between wellbeing and employee retention appear to be promising. Indeed 

Wright (2006; 2007) and Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002; 2003)  suggests that employee wellbeing may 

eventually prove to be a more robust predictor of whether employees decided to stay or leave their jobs than either 

job satisfaction or job commitment. Additionally, wellbeing has been related to improved physical health (Carver, 

Scheier, Segerstrom 2010), personal striving, coping with stress (Diener and Fujita 1995;, Emmons, 1992; Folkman 

1997), and satisfaction with important other life domains (Diener, 2000). As Wright (2006) suggests ―happiness 

quite isolated from productivity and job satisfaction measures could become a desired outcome for organisations in 

itself‖ (p.124).   

 

The importance of wellbeing may also be crucial for organisational success in the near future. With 

estimates in New Zealand of over half a million workers at retirement age by 2011, and projections into well over 1 

million workers in the next few decades (New Zealand Statistics, 2008), and with similar projections across 

Australia (Shacklock, Fulop and Hort 2007), America and the UK (Luthans et. al. 2007) organisations, in order to 

retain or develop some form of competitive advantage in the employee recruitment and retention stakes, may need to 
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consider the value of wellbeing and happiness to employees. As Wright (2006, 120) suggests ―an organisation that 

fosters wellbeing may create for itself a distinct competitive advantage in the looming competition for employees‖. 

 

EUDAIMONIC WELLBEING 

 

As stated, wellbeing includes wellbeing in terms of personal growth, purpose in life, and positive 

relationships with others.  These have been conceptualised as the eudaimonic contributors to wellbeing (Ryff and 

Singer 2008; 1988, 2000; Spangler and Palrecha 2004). These are discussed further below. 

 

Purpose and meaning  

 

A large body of research indicates that having and working towards goals associated with meaning and 

value is associated with wellbeing (see Ryan and Deci 2001; Diener, Suh and Oishi 1997). Goals create connection 

and developmental opportunities. Moreover, the purist of goals in relation to wellbeing is enhanced when they are 

developed via self concordance, and autonomously. Goals that are poorly integrated to self, whose focus is not 

related to a psychological driver, convey less wellbeing effects, even if achieved (see Ryan and Deci 2001 for a 

review).  

 

Spangler and Palrecha (2004) found that when one‘s core values and meaning were aligned eudaimonic 

wellbeing is enhanced. This alignment of purpose, goals and self reflects an interesting and growing aspect of 

wellbeing. Research is emerging in the way individuals find positive ―meaning in life‖ (van Dierendonck and 

Krishna 2006, 238). Holding or having philosophical (or spiritual) beliefs on the ―meaning of life‖ can aid 

eudaimonic wellbeing. The ―sense of core purpose‖ (Folkman 1997, 1210) involves living out life in relation to core 

beliefs and values (van Dierendonck and Krishna 2006). Research to date suggests that those individuals that are the 

‗happiest‘ tend to have spiritual, philosophical or ‗core meaning‘ beliefs that are reflected in their daily lives 

(Seligman 2005).  

 

Social connectedness 

 

Ryff and Singer (2000) discuss the value of social connectivity in wellbeing. They argue that ―quality ties 

to others are universally endorsed as central to optimal living and wellbeing‖ (p.30). Specifically, quality ties that 

integrate one into one‘s community and enable the person to contribute to that community and as such to the social 

good of that community, aid wellbeing (Social Report 2006; Diener et al. 1997). Studies suggest that of all factors 

that influence happiness, relatedness is at or very near the top of the list (Diener and Seligman 2002; Argyle 1987) 

and an essential element for human flourishing (Berscheid 1994).  Specific workplace research by Harter, Schmide 

and Keyes (2002: 2003) found social interaction to be an important element in job satisfaction. Similarly Keys and 

Magyar-Moe (2003) Kahn (2007) and Simon, Judge and Halvorsen-Ganepola (2010) confirmed the key role of 

social support in happiness, and found that work-related social support was a key factor in a person‘s general state of 

well being.  

 

Gable, Impett, Reis and Asher (2004) examined how social connectedness through positive events created 

an additional benefit; connecting and discussing with other people positive events created a benefit over and above 

the positive event itself. Sharing and connecting with people regarding positive events, they found, built additional 

social resources, and strengthened relationships, an additional benefit for enhancing wellbeing and connectivity. 

Additionally, the notion of wellbeing building additional resources creates further impetus for aiding employee 

wellbeing.  

 

WELLBEING BROADENS AND BUILDS POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGICAL STATES 

 

Wellbeing has been found to aid positive emotions, broaden ranges of wellbeing cognitions and behaviour 

and build resources within the person and within the organisation (Sauter, 2010, Kok and Fredrickson in press, 

Fredrickson and Branigan 2006; Fredrickson 2000). The ‗broaden‘ and ‗build‘ research in wellbeing found that 

‗building‘ an employee‘s personal resources creates the capacity to psychologically grow, both on and off the job.  

As an added benefit, this sense of flourishing makes psychologically well people more proactive and less prone to 
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stress related depressive symptoms (Ryff, Singer and Love 2004).  The broaden model of wellbeing has been found 

to have a ‗capitalisation‘ effect, in that positive wellbeing in one domain can aid wellbeing across other domains of 

an organisation and the individual‘s life domains (Gable, Impett, Reis and Asher 2004). Some research has also 

referred to this as the contagion process (Luthans et al 2007) in that the positive affect is transferred to others who 

were not party to the original positive event. Wright and Cropanzano (2005; 2007) used the broaden and build model 

of wellbeing to support findings of the increased interactive nature and number of positive based employee 

behaviours and emotions. 

 

LIVEABILITY OF ENVIRONMENT AND WELLBEING 

 

Although wellbeing, as described above, relates to the individual, the environment within which we work 

and live more broadly has an impact on our ability to experience wellbeing (Ryan and Deci 2008).  The ―liveability" 

of the environment is viewed as a precondition to happiness and not all environmental conditions are conducive to 

wellbeing (The World Database of Happiness 2007). The liveability of our environment has many levels. For 

example, ecologists foresee liveability in the natural environment and describe it as pollution and degradation of 

nature; therefore they associate liveability of the environment with restoration. Sociologists refer to liveability as the 

quality of society as a whole, including social positions. Ryan and Deci (2008) referred to the work ‗situation‘ as an 

‗environmental‘ condition within which wellbeing is promoted or impaired.  

 

NEW ZEALAND FARMING CASE 

 

In New Zealand, small and medium (SMEs) sized businesses are the majority (Cameron and Massey 1999). 

The farming sector, a subset of SMEs, is still a strong contributor to the New Zealand economy; it is a major 

employer (NZ Statistics 2008) and an under-studied and under-examined aspect of workplace wellbeing.  When 

reviewing farming literature more widely, the predominant aspect of research on farming has focussed on how 

stressful work and isolated working conditions seem to be the norm (Kelly et al, 2010; Firth et al. 2007; Lobley et al. 

2004; Midmore, Sherwood and Roughley 2001; Pretty and Ward 2001). In Australia for example, the Department of 

Primary Industries has recently set up support services to aid the wellbeing of those farmers who continue to face 

stressful drought conditions.    

 

Moreover, some recent literature has suggested farming be viewed by understanding farmers‘ perceptions 

of their workplace. Shreck, Getz and Freenstra (2006) suggested that environmental sustainability should not be 

under estimated as a farming issue, as it has a role in creating meaning for farmers. This is supported by Harris and 

Pringle (2007) who suggest that for small business owners‘ work, life and meaning are intertwined.  Toma and 

Mathijs (2007) further support the notion of meaning and farming choices and practices, though not implications for 

wellbeing. Alternatively, Koelle and Oettle (2003) concluded that farming had an emotional connection for farmers 

and that ―it is time to take the emotional side of farming seriously‖ (p.8).  However, there remains a lack of research 

on farmers‘ subjective experiences, its relationship to their wellbeing, and resultant workplace sustainability. 

 

Specifically how purpose, meaning and connectivity can be developed in workplaces where isolation is the 

norm is not adequately assessed (Kossek et al 2006: Shayo, Olfman, Iriberri and Igbaria 2007). Moreover, the 

research on workplace happiness thus far has tended to minimise the impact of the ‗environment‘, or ‗situations‘ in 

which wellbeing is promoted, or impaired (Wright 2004; 2006), particularly aspects of a changed work environment. 

 

This study will examine wellbeing – purpose and meaning, and social connectivity – in an isolated farming 

community near Cambridge, New Zealand and highlights how an improved work context (through the process of 

surrounding ecological restoration) created a conducive situation in which individual wellbeing thrived. Further, the 

broaden and build framework is used to explain how purpose and meaning created additional positive outcomes in 

terms of social connectedness and wellbeing.   

 

Maungatautari Mountain Ecological Reserve and surrounding Farmer Wellbeing  

 

Maungatautari Mountain is a volcanic cone located in the Waikato basin located in the North Island of New 

Zealand. The Maungatautari Ecological Island Trust (MEIT) commenced the physical construction of fencing for 
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the entire 47 kms of land surrounding Maungatautari Mountain, in order to lead a community project of ecological 

restoration of the mountain. At the time of the fence construction there were 21 farmers whose support was gained 

by MEIT before the project of ecological restoration could commence. The consent of the 21 farmers made the fence 

construction, and hence ecological preservation of Maungatautari Mountain, a practical option (MEIT 2005).  

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

 

All 21 farmers whose workplaces border Maungatautari Mountain participated in the study. Over a seven 

month period, the stories of farmers whose workplaces border the mainland island were collected.  

 

Procedure 

 

This study used storytelling to gain insight into farmers‘ experience of ecological preservation and the 

impact of this on their wellbeing. Storytelling allowed for further meanings and examples of ―wellbeing‖ to be 

developed (Gold and Holman 2001; Walker 2004) and allowed for the different perspectives and interests of 

members of the farming community to be understood.  Further this perspective argues that meaning is created 

jointly, in that the collection of stories allowed for a collective understanding of how the members of the farming 

―workplace community make sense of their experience‖ (Gabriel 2000, 87). Though some wellbeing researchers 

have measured day-to-day self reports on wellbeing (Stone et al. 1999), Ryff and Singer (2008: 1998) moreover, 

called for studies that acknowledge that events and circumstances must be understood in the context of the lives in 

which people are experiencing wellbeing and that recognise the contextual factors may change the meaning of 

events for different people. 

 

The 21 farmers were given the overall aim of the research and asked to retell issues they had on the impact 

of the development of the Maungatautari ecological reserve and predator proof fence on their workplace wellbeing. 

The stories were taped, transcribed and sent back to the farmer for verification or changes.   Data gained were 

content analysed and a thematic search undertaken.  

 

Thematic analysis explored the main perspectives told by farmers (O‘Brien 2005). Thematic analysis 

involved methodically reading the verbatim transcripts and segmenting and coding the text into categories that 

highlight relevant areas (Aronson 1994, Boyatzis 1998, O‘Brien 2005). 

 

An analysis of categories was undertaken, assessed, compared and interpreted for similarities and 

differences and then assigned to themes. These provided a framework to explain how farmers‘ wellbeing was 

affected by the predator proof fence and restoration process. Codes for wellbeing were generated using Ryff‘s 

(1989) analysis and categorisation of eudaimonic wellbeing – including meaning, purpose, and social connectivity. 

Farmers were allocated a nominal unique identifier, and were assigned a number from 1-21. QSR NVivo was used 

to facilitate the coding and analysis of information.  

 

RESULTS DISCUSSION 

 

All 21 stories demonstrated that the restoration process of Maungataturi Mountain had a positive impact on 

farmers‘ workplace and experience.  Stories across the sample focussed on how the restoration process aided in 

enhancing personal meaning for farmers and this in turn aided in developing community relationships.  Hence the 

lessening of isolation was via the restoration process, because this provided for a common, unifying and meaningful 

connection.   As such, as stories progressed from initial resistance to the restoration process, a common theme was 

that the unifying connection (restoration) actually became personally significant and meaningful to farmers‘ 

wellbeing.   The following are a selection of examples and excerpts from these stories that show a progression from 

(1) resistance to restoration, to (2) meaningfulness of the project to (3) social connectivity.  These excerpts 

demonstrate how the meaning that developed from ecological restoration, created social connection, and how this 

enhanced wellbeing.  That is, the restoration process had a broaden and building aspect to farmers wellbeing.  
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The first set of analysis, demonstrates that ecological restoration was not a primary motivator for farmers 

initially. That is, the stories demonstrate a notable progression from initial uncertainty of the restoration process:  

 

Initial Reactions 

 

 (Story 5) ―…my first impression….what an insurmountable project, impossible to achieve…‖ 

 (Story 8) ―…crazy, impossible, unlikely to happen….where do you start…‖ 

 (Story 12) ―..Thought it was an ambitious idea…and wondered how much land I was going to lose…‖ 

 (Story 14) ―..At first I thought there‘d be about a 50% chance that it would go ahead…‖ 

 (Story 15)  ―… (impression of) the project was that it was impossible and that it could not be done…‖ 

 

As stories progressed, and farmers began to recall the actual process of restoration, the stories began to tell 

of more enduring changes or evidence of eudaimonic wellbeing in terms of purpose and meaning.  Farmers 

demonstrated that the value of restoration began to have some significance for them:  The following excerpts 

continue on from above:   

 

Movement to Purpose and Meaning: 

 

 (Story 5 continues )  ―…It would also be great for the neighbourhood, great for ecology and great for the 

mountain… There were so many good reasons for us to be part of it…‖  

 (Story 10 continues) ―…there is a sense now we are stewards of this mountain...‖ 

 (Story 12 continues) ―…..we also believe that we are caretakers of the land and we try to improve and add 

our own little bits to it as we go along… (continues again)…. …It is good to be able to leave your mark and 

then perhaps somewhere along the line the grandkids will be able to say, ―hey grand dad was involved in 

this‖.  

 (Story 15 continues) ―…involved for future generations but we will be able to see if for ourselves…‖ 

 

In examining the development in stories, significantly stories mentioned how the meaning of restoration 

resulted in greater social connections with other farmers around the Mountain.  That is the stories told of 

improvements (or building of) social connectivity around Maungatautari Mountain.  This is discussed in more detail 

in the following section. 

 

Social Connectivity 

 

 (Story 5 Continues)  ―….because they were the next three farms that were going to be hit... We took them 

out, (Communications person) was with us… we took them down to the southern enclosure and showed 

them what had been done, how it would look at the finish and then we had lunch at Out in the Styx 

{restaurant}. …it wasn‘t really a big job, but the farmers‘ got to see what the end would look like …‖ 

 (Story 8 continues) ―… We did not know who owned what, and there are a number of landowners around 

the mountain…now (name) is involved in planting groups from all over the mountain…‖ 

 (Story 10 continues)   ―…At the completion of the northern enclosure one of the special days for me was 

the feeling of aroha
1
 when the circle around the mountain was completed... Even though it was a logistical 

nightmare ... it seemed as though the heavens were for it because the rain stopped, the sun came out, and 

there was a wonderful feeling of the whole community coming together..…It was obvious that many other 

people in the community had felt the same aroha because of all the e-mails we got afterwards...‖ 

 (Story 12 continues)  ―……We are not great meeting attending sort of people…. but now we have people 

call in here all the time… (Continues)… people from all round… came for that common cause.‖  

 (Story 15 continues)   ―…we have been involved on a number of occasions; in providing food and drink … 

This would not have happened if it were not for the project… My attitude is that on these occasions we 

provide the food and drink which is a ―feel good‖ opportunity….‖ 

 

                                                 
1 Maori word suggesting compassion, tenderness, sustaining love.  
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DISCUSSION 

 

A changed or improved workplace created and aided conditions within which wellbeing was enhanced. 

Positive changes in terms of purpose, meaning and wellbeing were demonstrated via the above stories (see the 

development in stories 5, 12, 15 – from initial reaction to purpose, values and meaning). For example initial 

permission was not based on valuing restoration, but on the belief it probably would not go ahead.  (for example 

story 5 – an insurmountable project). Whereas, as the process of restoration developed, goals moved towards 

‗meaningfulness‘ (for example story 12 – we see ourselves as caretakers of the land).  

 

The changed work environment also aided social connectivity and built social relations and cohesion in a 

work environment that was isolated (story 12 and 15 social connectivity).  The common meaning and purpose 

behind the initial project created a building foundation for workplace relationships that were initially isolated and 

fragmented, to be broadened and enacted at the community level (for example story 8, 10.) Thus social connectivity 

that sustained participation in the activity has a positive consequence on wellbeing.   

 

The development of social connectivity was initially founded around the development of a common 

purpose (restoration), however some of these relationships became key to, or instrumental in, aiding the ‗mission‘ of 

the project to its fruition (example story 5, progression from initial reaction, purposes to social connectivity - 

particularly in social connectivity – ―we showed them what had been done‖).  That is, the social connectivity 

became ‗instrumental‘ in developing the project to completion, suggesting that the social connectivity had not only a 

‗broaden‘ but ‗build‘ aspect to it.  

 

The study also illuminates another interesting aspect.  Though most workplaces will not be effected  by 

ecological restoration, this study does demonstrate how the impact of a changed, positive work environment, or the 

‗liveability of (work) environments‘, aided  in creating meaning and purpose, and this can have a broaden and build 

aspect for an individual‘s wellbeing.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

Happiness and wellbeing are difficult constructs to not only define, but to isolate and research (Kahneman 

1999; Larsen and Fredrickson 1999). However, the stories and restoration case study, do provide initial evidence of 

positive wellbeing as a consequence of a changed work environment – one that aided meaning, purpose and social 

connection for those affected. We encourage further research that investigates the positive aspects of workplaces and 

particularly how positive workplaces can aid wellbeing.   

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Happiness and wellbeing is a ‗holistic ideal‘.  It not only speaks of one‘s own subjective views and 

evaluations, but the social and contextual aspects of work and life.   We spend a considerable amount of our lives 

working and as such happiness and wellbeing at work is essential (Wright 2006).  

 

This study supports Gavin and Mason‘s (2004) view that Aristotle's argument must now be expanded to 

include: ―In order to achieve the good life people must work in good organisations if they are to be truly happy: (pp 

388).  The above study demonstrates the positive consequences of ‗good work places‘ on wellbeing, and 

additionally, the study highlights how wellbeing can have a broaden and build aspect to it, creating additional 

benefits. 

 

The findings also add to the premise that the objectives for human resources may be to move from 

accommodating employees‘ needs to leveraging employee potential by investigating the numerous complexities 

involved in the developing of future employment relationships - including focusing on supportive environments that 

foster wellbeing. Finally, as Wright (2004; 2006) suggest, if we are to create and maintain healthier, happier 

workplaces, human resource professionals are well advised to place more emphasis on the contributions of positive 

psychology.   
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