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Flourishing: Challenges for Social Scientists in South Africa
Promoting flourishing of individuals
and institutions in South Africa is a
huge challenge, given the unique
situation in the country. People who
flourish feel satisfied with their
lives as well as different life domains, experience positive emotions, and are psychologically and
socially well.
Research shows that 12% of
people are languishing (rather than
flourishing), and that in samples of
the general population about 20%
of people are flourishing (while
58% are only moderately flourishing). Recent research by Optentia
showed that 40% of managers are
flourishing. Interestingly 12% of
managers were languishing and
48% were only moderately flourishing (and that in a sample of
managers!).
Institutions and relationships
where a positive versus negative
emotion ratio of 3:1 is maintained
flourish, while a ratio of 1:1 is associated with problems, and a ratio of
11:1 is unrealistic. Individuals who
flourish are engaged, committed to
their organisations, productive in
their jobs, show organisational
citizenship, and are resilient in the
face of hardship. Various theoretical frameworks exist to investigate
flourishing.
Using utilitarianism (which
views happiness in terms of morality), Prof. Ruut Veenhoven argues
that most moral is what produces
‘the greatest happiness for the

greatest number.’ Greater happiness is possible by addressing liveability and life-ability for people.
Live-ability is influenced by economic affluence, political freedom,
rule of law, state welfare, income
equality and tolerance. To increase
live-ability, poverty and inequality
in South Africa should be addressed. Life-ability is a result of
heredity, luck, social position,
learned abilities and choice. Social
scientists should target learned
abilities and choices people make.
In his 2011 book, Prof. Martin
Seligman identified five criteria for
flourishing, namely pleasure,
engagement, meaning, accomplishment and positive relations.
According to Prof. Sonja Lyubomirsky, the key to happiness lies
not in changing our genetic makeup, or our circumstances, but in
our daily intentional activities (i.e.,
what we do and what we think). In
addition to these activities, she also
focuses on the how behind happi-

ness (i.e., positive emotion, optimal
timing and variety, social support,
motivation, effort, commitment, and
habit).
The flourishing approach of
Prof. Corey Keyes states that subjective well-being consists of two
conceptual traditions, namely feeling good about one’s life, and functioning well in life. Flourishing requires high levels of emotional,
social and psychological well-being.
Social scientists should become
involved in improving all aspects of
flourishing implied by the models
mentioned here. In that way they
can contribute to prevent mental
illness and to promote mental
health.
Prof. Ian Rothmann made a keynote presentation on Flourishing
at the 2011 Wellness Conference
(Bloemfontein). The picture also
shows Prof. Jonathan Jansen, Dr
Annette Prins and Prof. Wilmar
Schaufeli
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A Pioneer of Quality of Life Studies in South Africa by Ian Rothmann

“How can I be
happy if my
people are not
happy?”

One cold evening in June 2011 I
arrived in the beautiful town of
Grahamstown, feeling excited
about my meeting with Prof. Valerie Møller the next day. She
recently retired from Rhodes
University and I wanted to learn
more about her ground-breaking
research regarding quality of life
in South Africa.
Valerie Møller was born in
1945 in Zurich, Switzerland of
Swiss-British parents. She completed her primary education in
Asheville, North Carolina in the
USA, and matriculated in 1964 at
the Töchterschule de Stadt Zürich
in Switzerland. She completed a
PhD in Sociology at the University
of Zürich in 1978. During her
career, she held positions at the
University of Zimbabwe and
University of Natal. Since 2007
she held a Chair in Quality of Life
Studies at Rhodes University in
Grahamstown.
Together with colleagues at
the Human Sciences Research
Council in South Africa she
developed the first survey
research instruments to measure
perceptions of personal wellbeing among South Africans from

all walks of life in the 1980s. For
more than 30 years she has
studied South African quality of
life by means of attitude and
household surveys, interviews,
focus groups and writing
competitions. Valerie studied
quality of life in connection with
housing, return migration,
development and service delivery,
unemployment, intergenerational
relations, non-contributory
pension and poverty, spare time
use, food gardening, criminal
victimisation, the spread of
charismatic churches, and TB and
HIV-related stigma.
In 1993 Valerie successfully
lobbied for the inclusion of a
quality-of-life module in Statistics
South Africa’s annual household
survey. She was also instrumental in Statistics South Africa
adopting quality of life items from
the Euromodule in its 2002 General Household Survey for international comparison.
Valerie guest-edited two
special issues of Springer’s Social Indicators Research on South
African quality of life in 1997 and
2007. She has published more
than 100 research articles in

peer-reviewed journals and chapters in books.
One of the beautiful stories
she has to tell, is about her studies of satisfaction with life in
South Africa during the preapartheid era. During one of her
focus group sessions with black
South Africans, a participant
asked: “How can I be happy if my
fellow South Africans are not
happy?”
While the aim of my meeting
with Valerie was to learn more
about her research on quality of
life in South Africa, I felt that I
learned much more. Having to
opportunity to spend time with
this humble academic giant and
to experience her wisdom, was a
personally enriching experience. I
hope Valerie could share her
wisdom about quality of life for
many years to come!

Prof. Valerie Moller

Designing Positive Psychology by Michael Steger
It has been a decade since the
beginning of the positive psychology movement. In Designing Positive Psychology, leading scholars
from the full range of psychological disciplines provide their
appraisals of how far the movement has come in that time, and
where it needs to go next. Far
from yet another familiar summary of the "good news" about
positive psychology, great think-

ers like Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi,
Barbara Frederickson, Robert
Emmons, Ruut Veenhoven, Fred
Luthans, and Richard Florida offer
sound critiques of the movement,
balanced with inspiring roadmaps
of the research that needs to be
done to achieve a true flourishing
of positive social science.
Prof. Michael Steger
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Happiness of Managers in the Agricultural Sector
Prof. Ian Rothmann and Hannes
Swart will present a poster at the
2nd World Congress on Positive
Psychology from 23-26 July 2011
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. T h e
researchers studied the psychometric properties of a measure
of happiness as well as correlates of happiness in a sample of
500 agricultural managers in
South Africa. The results of the
study confirmed a three-factor
model of happiness, consisting of
pleasure, meaning and engagement. The reliability of one subscale, namely engagement was
not acceptable. All three compo-

nents correlated with flourishing
and positive organizational outcomes. Prof. Rothmann will depart to Philadelphia on 20 July
2011.

“South Africa

Diagnostic Overview Cuts to the Bone
The “Diagnostic Overview” of the
National Planning Commission
(NPC, 2011) points out that South
Africa faces significant challenges
in the field of quality of life, education and employment. The NPC
(2011, p. 5) summarises the problem as follows: “The economy has
failed to create jobs at the pace
necessary to reduce extremely
high unemployment, and the education system has failed to ensure
that equalised public spending on

faces significant

schooling translates to improve
education for poor black children”.
The NPC (2011) identified the following challenges in South Africa: 1)
high disease burden; 2) divided
communities; 3) public service
performance is uneven; 4) spatial
patterns marginalise the poor; 5)
too few South Africans are employed; 6) corruption; 7) resource
intensive economy; 8) crumbling
infrastructure, and 9) poor educational outcomes.

challenges in the
field of quality of
life, education and
employment.”

Preparing for Retirement: Findings at a Uranium Mine in Namibia

Charmaine Kasuto

Charmaine Kasuto, a master’s
student at the University of Namibia, recently submitted her

thesis for examination. Charmaine studied the happiness of
30 retired staff members at a
uranium mine in Namibia. Three
orientations to happiness, namely
pleasure, meaning and engagement showed significant relationships with life satisfaction. However, the study showed that the
meaningful life was the best predictor of life satisfaction of retired people. A meaningful life
consists of knowing what your

highest strengths and talents are
and using them in the service of
something you believe is bigger
than yourself. The results further
showed that factors that contribute to meaning are family, spirituality and being productive. It
was evident from the results that
participants’ financial situations
and availability of medical cover
were extremely important in
ensuring happiness of retired
employees.
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Master of Arts in Positive Psychology Becomes a Reality
The Master of Arts programme in
Positive Psychology will be offered from January 2012 at the
North-West University, Vaal Triangle Campus. According to Prof.
Chrizanne van Eeden, the programme offers students an advanced knowledge base of and
research competence into the
nature, development and enhancement of psychosocial wellbeing, health and positive potential fulfilment in various life contexts, developmental phases and
cultural groups. The structure of
the programme is as follows:
 Introduction to Positive Psychology: Intellectual history;

The MA
programme in
Positive
Psychology will
be presented
from January
2012








constructs; broad perspectives; feeling good versus
functioning well.
Advanced Positive Psychology: Theories in positive psychology; culture and positive
psychology; research design
and methods in positive
psychology.
Assessment and basics of
interventions.
Applications in positive psychology: Individual level and
relational context.
Applications in Positive Psychology: Community and
work context.

 Research in Positive Psycholo-

gy: Dissertation.
The programme will be announced
and internationally promoted at the
Second World Congress on Positive
Psychology in Philadelphia, USA
during 23-26 July 2011.

Prof. Chrizanne van Eeden

Training in Structural Equation Modelling in Namibia
During June 2011, Prof. Ian Rothmann visited the University of
Namibia to train staff members
and students in structural equation modelling. Prof. Rothmann
also used the opportunity to assist master’s and PhD students
with their theses and dissertations. A memorable visit to Windhoek came to an end with a dinner at Okapuka Game Lodge
near Windhoek.
Dr. Elizabeth Shino, Prof. Kingo Mchombu and Prof. Ian Rothmann

Feeling Well and Living Well: A Study of Social Workers in Namibia
Martina Perstling of the University
of Namibia recently submitted her
master’s dissertation for examination. The study focused on social
workers of Namibia, their wellbeing and secondary traumatic
stress (STS). Many reports indicated positive outcomes of caring
professionally such as personal
growth and finding meaning
through working with trauma victims. Other reports contradict this
and indicate vicarious trauma
(STS) as a realistic risk and even
term it ‘occupational hazard’. Emo-

tional well-being, psychological well
-being, eudaimonic well-being as
well as secondary traumatic stress
were studied. It was confirmed that
Namibian social workers experienced an average level of satisfaction with life, together with psychological well-being; both constructs measured higher than eudaimonic well-being and secondary
traumatic stress. The results
showed that secondary traumatic
stress was negatively related to the
emotional, psychological and eudaimonic well-being of social workers.

Psychological well-being, and particularly one dimension thereof,
namely environmental mastery,
mediated the relationship between
secondary stress and satisfaction
with life.

Martina Perstling
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Psychosocial Well-being in a Group of Marginalized South African Youth
This study of psychosocial wellbeing amongst marginalized
South African youth, is embedded
in the scientific theoretical fields
of positive psychology and psychofortology. Previous studies
provide evidence to the fact that
late adolescents and young adults
are an important target group for
mental health building, hence the
decision to undertake this study.
The population of this study (N =
800) comprises of a group of
adolescents/young adults (18-30
years of age). These young people
are mostly orphans living in child
headed households in the areas
of Soweto in Gauteng Province,
South Africa.
In the first phase of the

study, which is a quantitative
investigation, a battery of validated questionnaires will be used
to measure the prevalence of the
participants’ psychosocial wellbeing, and their self-esteem,
coping, optimism, general health
and personal strengths and competencies.
In the second phase, which is
qualitative in nature, participants
who have been identified with
high, moderate and low scores on
the measures in phase one, will
be requested to participate in the
qualitative exploration by means
of personal narratives as well as
focus-group discussions aimed at
exploring what enables or hinders
their psychosocial well-being.

The third phase of the study
will be a construction of an intervention aimed to enhancing the
psychosocial well-being in young
adults and this will be based on
data obtained in the first and
second phases of the study.

Seleme Melato

“Late
adolescents and

Improving the Quality of Education in Namibia: Manfred Janik
Manfred Janik is a Namibian and
lives in Windhoek. He completed
his schooling at the Mariental
Secondary School in 1986, whereafter he enrolled for a BA degree
at the University of Pretoria in
1987. Manfred registered for a BA
degree and a Higher Education
Diploma in South Africa.
In 1991 he started teaching at
a Secondary School in Okahandja,
a small town 60km north of Windhoek. When he started teaching,
Namibia had been independent for
a few months. The Namibian
schooling system became disconnected from South Africa, and the
transformation of the system
resulted in various problems.
However, slow progress has been
made with improving the quality
of education in Namibia. Recently
the Minister of Education
acknowledged that the current
education system does not educate Namibians adequately for

the future. During his teaching
career (which lasted 10 years),
Manfred pursued Honours and
Master’s Degrees in clinical psychology at the University of Namibia. He completed a full-time
clinical psychology internship in
2001 and started a private practice in Windhoek in 2002. Although he enjoyed clinical practice, his heart and passion remains with education. Therefore
he started teaching part-time in
the Psychology Department of the
University of Namibia (UNAM) in
2006. In 2008 he accepted fulltime employment at UNAM. Currently he is a lecturer at UNAM
and has a private practice remains a side-line.
Manfred has a deep-seated
drive for the promotion of quality
education in Namibia. He believes
that with a quality educated
young generation, Namibia can
become the Switzerland of Africa!

He also believes that, in order to
improve the education system in
Namibia, research on educational
phenomena forms the basis for
quality reforms in the system.
Therefore, he registered for a
PhD study on the well-being of
teachers in secondary schools in
Namibia and hopes to be able to
contribute meaningfully to the
enhancement of education in
Namibia. More than 500 teachers
participated in Manfred’s PhD
study, Manfred hopes to do much
more research on education in
Namibia in the future.

Manfred Janik

young adults are
an important
target group for
mental health
building.”
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Dr Elsabe Keyser at International HRM Workshop in Spain
The International Workshop on
Human Resource Management
takes place every two years and
this year it was in Seville at the
Pablo de Olavide University in
Spain from 12-13 May. Attendance
of this international workshop,
which was founded by Ramón
Valle, is considered essential for
experts in human resource management. The workshop offers
the possibility to discuss the
most important aspects of human
resource management. The workshops included guest speakers
from the USA, Professors Michael
Hitt (Texas A&M University); Randall Schuler and Susan Jackson

“There are
numerous
advantages to
the use of online
surveys for
scientific
research”

(Rutgers University); Angelo DeNisi (Tulane University); and David
Lepak (Rutgers University). From
Europe, guest speakers were
Professors Michael Poole (Cardiff
Business School); Paul Sparrow
(University of Sheffield); Patrick
Gunnigle (University of Limerick)
and Jaap Paauwe (Tilburg University). Dr Elsabé Keyser was the
only participant from South Africa. She presented a paper on the
psychological contract, organisational commitment and biographical characteristics of employees
in the chemical industry in South
Africa. The purpose of her study
was to determine the relationship

between the psychological contract, organisational commitment,
biographical information and job
insecurity of employees in the
chemical industry in South Africa.

Dr Elsabe Keyser

An Internet Survey Platform by Researchers for Researchers
Myresearchsurvey.com is a service that enables researchers to
conduct scientific research surveys online. With the rise of the
electronic era, large study populations are accessible via the
internet. There are numerous
advantages to the use of online
surveys for scientific research,
including the accuracy of data
and a reduction in printing and
capturing costs. Participants are
accessible via email, Facebook or

Twitter and can even complete
surveys on mobile devices (e.g.
iPhone, iPad or Blackberry). Developed by researchers for researchers, the platform has been
optimised to support longitudinal
and other complex designs. A
wide variety of scientific question
types, including Likert scales,
cognitive differential scales, hierarchical questions, logic-based
questions and interactive questions are seamlessly implement-

ed. The developers will soon be
launching a new version of their
system that will enable researchers to access real-time completion
and reliability statistics. Your research survey can be converted
from a document to the online
platform in 2 to 3 business days.
For more information, visit
http://www.myresearchsurvey.com/
or contact
info@myresearchsurvey.com

Poster at the 2nd World Congress on Positive Psychology
Dr Elmarí Deacon will attend the
2nd World Congress on Positive
Psychology in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, from 23-26 July 2011. She
will present a poster, entitled Interventions to enhance positive
emotional and social adjustment in
school beginners. The intervention
addressed components of emotional competence (emotional awareness, emotional knowledge, emotional expression, emotional regulation and self-efficacy) and social

competence (attitude, knowledge,
reflection and skills) as well as
aspects of social development. The
programme was presented in 10
themes, over four months during
normal school hours. Each theme
was structured in the same way:
first a story was used to introduce
the theme, followed by an activity
or group discussion. This was followed by an individual activity on a
worksheet and accompanying parent letter. Results indicated a

significant improvement of the
experimental group compared with
the control group in terms of social
competence, internalizing of problems and practical reasoning.

Dr Elmari Deacon
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Childhood Sexual Abuse Researched by Dr. Ansie Fouché
Dr Ansie Fouché, registered at
the South African Council for
Social Service Professions,
started the Social Work Programme at the North-West University (Vaal Triangle Campus) in
2008 of which the first final year
group will be delivered at the end
of 2011. The first full-time PHD
student in Social work enrolled in
2011 and plans to handle the vast
interest in part-time postgraduate students in Social Work
are progressing.
Ansie’s field of expertise in
terms of practice and research
is in interventions pertaining to
childhood sexual abuse (CSA) and
related topics, namely prevention, assessment of allegations
of CSA as well as therapy with
children and families. Numerous
professionals in South Africa
have been trained in interview
and therapeutic methods which

she developed and tested during
her M.A. and PHD studies.
Currently Ansie is planning
an investigation into the prevalence, dynamics, risk and protective factors of CSA in Gauteng,
aiming to develop a prevention
programme which may contribute to reducing the sexual
abuse of children in SA.

Dr Ansie Fouché

Dr Ansie Fouché, Bernard Otto and Social work students

Prof. van Wyk at a Conference in Turkey
Prof. Christo van Wyk attended
the Global Business & Technology
Association's (GBATA) 13th Annual
International Conference in Istanbul, Turkey from 12 to 16 July 2011.
The title of his paper was: The
phenomenon of workplace bullying in an IT company in South
Africa.
Christo delivered his paper
on Wednesday 13 July 2011 and he
was discussant for two other
papers on Friday 15 July 2011. A
total number of 273 delegates
attended the 2011 CBATA Conference.
The colleague next to Christo
is Melody Chong from the City
University of Hong Kong who
presented a paper on Organizational Culture, Leadership and
Commitment.

Prof. Christo van Wyk on a boat
cruising on the Bosphorus which
connects Istanbul with Europe on
the one side and Asia on the other
side.

“Plans to handle
the vast interest
in part-time
post-graduate
students in
Social work are
progressing.”
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Optentia Researchers at Conference in Colombia
Two researchers, Dr Macalane  Malindi, M.J. & Theron, L.C.
Malindi and Prof. Linda Theron
(2011). Drawing on strengths:
and students (Angelique van
Images of ecological contriRensburg; Mark Barends) from
butions to male street child
Optentia’s sub-programme ‘Pathresilience. XXXIII Congreso
ways to Resilience in Southern
Interamericano de Psicología,
Africa’ escaped South Africa’s
Medellin, Colombia, 26-30
cold weather when they recently
June 2011 (Paper).
attended a conference in Medel-  Malindi, M.J., Theron, L.C., &
lin, Colombia as well as the annuTheron, A.M.C. (2011.). Toal international team meeting of
wards an African understanthe ‘Pathways to Resilience’ proding of resilience: Perspectiject. The conference, Congreso
ves of rural adult South AfriInteramericano de Psicología,
cans. XXXIII Congreso Interwas from 26-30 June 2011. Dr
americano de Psicología,
Macalane delivered two papers
Medellin, Colombia, 26-30
and both were very well received:
June 2011 (Paper).

In addition, Dr Malindi and Angelique van Rensburg participated in
the invited Pathways to Resilience
Symposium which reviewed this
international project’s emerging
findings.

“Researchers
experienced the
poverty and
risks that
Colombian youth
Dr. Macalane Malindi of Optentia and his international
audience

participants
grapple with. ”

Planning for the Pathways to Resilience Project in Columbia
Following the conference in Medellin, Colombia, the Optentia
researchers worked together at
the University de Antioquia in
Medellin for three full days with
collaborating researchers, students and community partners
from Canada, Colombia, and China
to plan the next phase (2011-2012)
of the Pathways to Resilience
Project. They also had an eyeopening opportunity to visit the
Colombian research site where

project data are being generated
and to experience first-hand, the
poverty and concomitant risks
that the Colombian youth participants grapple with. For a description of the project please see the
following websites:
http://www.optentia.co.za/
and
http://www.dal.ca/
news/2011/06/27/
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Visit to a Columbia Research Site

“The international

A visit to one Colombian research site in the Barrios, Medellin (Optentia members Linda
Theron, Angelique Van Rensburg and Mark Barends are 2 nd to 4th from the left)

Members of the International Pathways to Resilience Project

research team of
the Pathways to
Resilience project
will visit South
Africa in June
2012 ”

The full international team visits the South African team (NWU, Vaal Triangle Campus and our
research sites in Bethlehem and QwaQwa) in July 2012. The full team has also been invited to
present a symposium on their emerging findings at the 2012 ICP in Cape Town.
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Upcoming Events
23-26 July 2011: Second World Congress on Positive Psychology, Philadelphia, PA, USA.
1-15 Augustus: Visit to KU Leuven in
Belgium

