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Optentia: Taking Stock and Moving Forward
The Optentia Research Programme is one year old! Our first
year was eventful, meaningful,
and engaging. It is a privilege to
be part of a community of scientists who want to promote the
flourishing of individuals and
institutions. But, what can we say
about our research programme
after this year?
Research productivity and
quality: We were involved in more
than 20 scientific publications
published during 2011. We are
making good progress towards
publishing in ISI-listed journals.
We also implemented quality control measures, but more important, we are building the competence of our researchers.
Master’s and PhD studies:
Optentia recruited four full-time
PhD students in 2011. Also, six PhD
proposals were accepted, and we
already recruited six new PhD
students who are working on
proposals and who will register in
2012. Optentia recruited more
PhD than master’s students.
Marketing: Our researchers
were visible, not only in South
Africa, but also in international
context. We implemented a website for Optentia and our Facebook group is growing. We hosted
a very successful symposium in
April 2011.

International networks: We
developed our networks during
2011. Our five extraordinary professors play a vital role in developing staff members and students.
Competence development:
Our researchers participated in
various workshops during 2011.
These workshops presented valuable development opportunities.
Administration and finance.
New funding applications for 2012
were submitted this year. The
appointment of an administrative
officer assisted us to build an
effective and efficient research
administration system.
Community outreach: We
reached out to communities to
support the optimisation of potential.
So whereto from here? Optentia will develop its subprogrammes to conduct relevant
and interesting research. Therefore we need to focus strongly on
developing our researchers. But,
we try to have fun in our research because we love research. We want to nurture the
intrinsic motivation of participants to do quality research. A
way to do this is to create and
sustain contexts in which participants’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are
satisfied. Therefore, we try to

relate from others’ perspectives,
encourage self-initiation and
exploration, offer choices, provide a meaningful rationale, and
provide positive and constructive
feedback.
Our research aims to investigate how to optimise potential
and promote live-ability and lifeability in South Africa. Nelson
Mandela said: “A nation should not
be judged by how it treats its
highest citizens, but its lowest
ones…” As positive social scientists in Africa, we hope to research, advocate, and intervene
to optimise potential of all our
people.

Prof. Ian Rothmann
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Optentia Proud of Five Extraordinary Professors!
Prof. Hans De Witte is full professor at the Department of Psychology of the Katholieke Universiteit
Leuven (K.U.Leuven). He teaches
Work (and Organisational) Psychology and is a member of the Re-

search Group Work- Organizational
and Personnel Psychology of his

Optentia is
proud to be

department. His research includes
the study of the psychological
consequences of job insecurity,
unemployment, temporary employment and downsizing, as well as
mobbing and stress versus engagement at work. He is involved in
(national and international) research regarding job insecurity,
temporary contracts, mergers, and
organisational restructuring, mobbing at work, and burnout versus
work engagement.

associated with
competent

Prof. Sesh Paruk

Prof. Michael Steger is an Assistant Professor in the Counselling
Psychology and Applied Social
Psychology programs at Colorado
State University. He received his
B.A. in Psychology from Macalester
College and his PhD in Counselling
Psychology and Personality Psychology from the University of
Minnesota in 2005. His research is
about the foundations and benefits
of living a meaningful life. His research also investigates what
makes work meaningful, and how
meaningful work enriches employees and organizations.

extraordinary
professors
Prof. Hans De Witte

Prof. Sesh Paruk completed her
PhD in Psychology at the University
of Fort Hare in 1998. She is registered as a Clinical and Counselling
Psychologist at the Health Professions Council in South Africa, a
Chartered Psychologist in the
United Kingdom and a Master HR
Practitioner at the SA Board for
People Practices. She is currently
an Executive Manager: Human
Resources in the Parliament of
South Africa. Her life’s work revolves around building contexts
where “ordinary people” can do
extraordinary things. This is firmly
based on her world view that goodness and excellence strongly reside within the majority of people
and the role of leadership is to
liberate such potential..

Prof. Michael Steger

Prof. Rens Van De Schoot is an
assistant professor at the department Methods and Statistics,
Utrecht University in the Netherlands. He completed a Bachelors
degree in Psychology with a minor
in juvenile delinquency. He graduated cum laude for the research
master Development and Socialization of Children and Adolescents at
the graduate school for social
sciences at Utrecht University.
After that, he started working as
PhD-student at the department of
Methods and Statistics at Utrecht

University. During his PhD, he was
chair for the university board of
PhD-students and vice-chair for
the scientific committee of the
Dutch Institute for Psychologists
(NIP). Besides working at his dissertation, he did many consultations within and outside academia.
He also published a number of
articles on multilevel analysis.

Prof. Rens Van De Schoot

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven (1942) studied sociology. He is emeritus professor of social conditions for
human happiness at Erasmus University Rotterdam, in the Netherlands. His research is on subjective
enjoyment of life. Major publications are: 'Conditions of happiness' (1984), 'Happy Life expectancy' (1997) ‘The four qualities of life’ (2000) and ‘Is life getting better’ (2005). Veenhoven is
director of the World Database of
Happiness and editor of the Journal of Happiness Studies. He has
also published on love, marriage
and parenthood.

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven
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The Big Black Bear by Prof. Rens Van De Schoot
Let's start with a story:
Last year, I was walking
somewhere in the middle of nowhere in Alaska when I made the
picture shown below. I wondered
if there might be a black bear
hiding in the bushes. As a true
scientist I wanted to apply classical null hypothesis significant
testing (NHST) to answer the
‘research’ question whether or
not a black bear was hiding. I
tested the null hypothesis:
‘nothing is going on, there is no
black bear hiding in the bushes’
versus the alternative hypothesis
'something is going on, there is a
black bear hiding and I should not
walk on'. To test this null hypothesis one could use the famous pvalue. But before actually computing the p-value, let me elaborate a bit more on the topic of
NHST in the context of the black
bear example.
First of all, there is nothing
wrong with p-values and NHST,
like Wainer (1999) argues in “One
Cheer for Null Hypothesis Significance Testing”. I agree with him
that the null hypothesis can be
useful in some cases and if used
in the correct way. However, in
practice, researchers tend to
forget what they have learned in
their bachelor education about
NHST. Let me explain where it
goes wrong.
For example, one should have
learned that the p-value is a
probability measure and not a
dichotomous decision tool. It is
often used in that way, but what if
the p-value in our bear-example
was .051, would you carry on
walking? So, let us use p-values
correctly: the probability of observing data or more extreme
data given that in the population
nothing is going on. Consider our

bear example, and suppose we
have made thousands of pictures
of this particular spot and on all
those photos there is nothing to
see. Now, how extreme is my
picture? The smaller the p-value,
the more likely it is that my picture does not belong to the set of
pictures taken on this spot and
something extreme is going on. If
this probability is really low, then
at some point we have to reject
our null hypothesis because the
data is just too extreme.
Recall that I tested the null
hypothesis against the alternative
hypothesis ‘there is a black bear
hiding’. This was not totally correct, the classical alternative
hypothesis states ‘something is
going on, but I don’t know what’.
Maybe you did not realize, but the
classical alternative hypothesis is
a catch-all hypothesis. So anything can be hiding behind the
bushes- a goose, an alien or indeed a black bear. After rejecting
the null hypothesis, the only thing
we have learned is that at least
something is out there.
Now, let us take a closer look
at the null hypothesis itself. I
believe many researchers have
no particular interest in this null
hypothesis. That is, I have never
read an article in the behavioral
and social sciences where the

theory underlying the statistical
analyses states that in the population nothing is going on. Put
more firmly, I want to invite you
as a reader of the current paper
to contact me if you have actually
had such a theory. If so, I would
like to publish a paper together
with you as a counterexample of
the main message in the current
paper. Up till now, all papers I
read have clear expectations
formulated in the introduction
section and authors use sentences like “Based on previous research it is expected that […]”.
Most, if not all, expectations
clearly anticipate something
going on in the data. So, why test
the null hypothesis if this hypothesis is not among your expectations?
The big question is, can’t we
do any better? And the famous
reply is “yes, we can!”. And this is
exactly the topic of my research.
For the more interested reader I
would like to refer to the open
access paper: Van de Schoot, R.,
Hoijtink, H., & Romeijn, J-W (2011).
Moving beyond traditional null
hypothesis testing: Evaluating
expectations directly. Frontiers in

Quantitative Psychology and
Measurement, 2:24. doi: 10.3389/
fpsyg.2011.00024.

Prof. Rens Van De
Schoot

A picture with or
without a big black
bear

“Why test the null
hypothesis if this
hypothesis is not
among your
expectations?”
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Theory-Hypothesis-Research-Results by Prof. Michael Steger

“… meaning
spurs selfinvestment and
an accurate,
thorough
comprehension
of healthrelated factors
in one's life.”

When I teach my students, I try to
express my fondness for the
scientific method, in all of its
powerful simplicity. Ideally, the
title of this essay describes this
method.
I'd like to share a very recent
example of this process. My main
research areas have examined
what gives meaning to work and
to life, which strikes many as a
"soft" and vague research area.
Yet, no one can argue with the
"hard" outcomes meaning relates
to. Living longer, slower cognitive
decline, lower incidence of Alzheimer's, fewer physical health
symptoms. Good research designs have linked meaning to
each. Yet, why? One easy answer
is that healthy people are advantaged in finding meaning. But
what would the reverse course from meaning to health - require? I began to develop a theory that meaning spurs selfinvestment and an accurate
comprehension of health-related
factors in one's life. People experiencing meaningful lives should

exhibit a proactive health orientation. That is, they should understand factors that impact health
and be dedicated to enhancing
health. This, in turn, would lead to
better physical health and better
health habits. To me, the beauty
of this idea is that it is specifically aligned with my theory of
meaning in life. Other explanations, like meaning reducing
stress, are not very specific to
meaning. This is an important
point because the most important
outcome of science is objective
knowledge, not a defense of
things we like, and if it turned out
that meaning didn't support
health in this specific way, then I
want people to know, and perhaps
to turn their attention to more
relevant health-promoting factors.
So, I developed a measure of
health beliefs with two subscales:
'proactive health orientation' and
'health information discounting.'
Drawing on my theory, I hypothesized that these beliefs would
mediate between meaning in life

and health outcomes. Was this
theory right? As we say in America, "drum-roll, please..." Yes!
These two health beliefs accounted for the relation between
meaning in life and substance
abuse, patterns of condom use,
and physical health symptoms.
These data are "hot and
fresh" and I am excited to write
them up and subject this theory
to more stringent tests. Perhaps
next time I will share with you
what failing to support my hypotheses has led to, but I wanted
to end the year on a cheery note.
À votre santé!

Prof. Michael Steger

Theory, Methodology and Social Relevance by Prof. Hans De Witte
As a scientist, I think it is important to achieve a good combination and integration of three
aspects in scientific work: theory,
methodology and social relevance. First of all, studies need to
have a clear and strong theoretical underpinning. Next, a sound
methodological design is needed,
and the use of appropriate
metods or statistics. So far, no
surprises. All this ‘scientific endeavour’ is however only relevant
if it attempts to be of importance
to society. The last condition is
perhaps a difficult one for many
scientists, as science often has

the inclination to focus on ‘pure
knowledge’, often for the ‘sake of
art itself’. The combination of
these criteria leads me to focus
on topics such as job insecurity
and unemployment, as these
topics are relevant for society,
and thus merit a thorough scientific analysis. That also motivated
me to join the Optentia Research
Programme, as I think that the
three criteria outlined above are
part of its mission. Therefore, I
sincerely hope that this programme will achieve its aims.
Note that I started by stating that
combining theoretical, methodo-

logical and societal relevance is
needed. I did, however, not state
that I have personally convincingly achieved this aim. One can only
try (hard) to achieve these goals.

Prof. Hans De Witte
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Economic Growth and Happiness in Nations by Prof. Ruut Veenhoven
One of the big issues in happiness
research is whether economic
growth adds to happiness. In the
1970s Richard Easterlin showed
evidence to the contrary. In a
comparison across nations he
saw no greater average happiness in rich nations than in poor
nations, while comparing within
nations he saw rich individuals to
be happier than the poor. Easterlin explained these observations
as a result of reference behavior,
happiness depending on comparison with compatriots. This thesis
is known as the ‘Easterlin Paradox’. It is widely accepted as true
and heralded by critics of economic growth.
Yet the data tell another
story. Comparison across nations
shows much higher average happiness in rich nations than in poor
nations. I showed that already in

1991 on the basis of some 30
nations and recently it has also
been shown in a comparison of
135 nations. Also has the comparison theory of happiness been
contested. Still Easterlin maintains that comparison across
time within nations does not show
rising happiness in nations where
the economy has grown. In his
latest paper on that issue he
claims that economic growth has
at best a short lived effect on
happiness.
Recently I have tested that
position, using all the data on
average happiness in nations
available in the World Database of
Happiness. This source provides
about twice as much data points
than Easterlin used. The data
clearly show that average happiness has gone up in most nations
of the world. Since the economy

has also grown everywhere,
there is thus a statistical correspondence between happiness
and economic growth.
This is not to say that material affluence has caused the
greater happiness. The gain in
happiness can also be in things
that accompanied economic
growth, such as democratization
and better government.

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven

Prof. Corey Keyes Visits Optentia
Corey Keyes is a Professor of
Sociology at Emory. He was a
member of a MacArthur Foundation Research Network on Successful Midlife Development, a cochair of the first Summit of Positive Psychology held in 1999. He
was the 2005 Presidential Plenary speaker at the meeting of the
American Psychological Association, and he was a keynote, along
with His Holiness, the 14th Dalai
Lama, at the 2007 “Causes of
Happiness” conference in Sydney
Australia. Corey is in the midst of
his second decade as a faculty
member and has published over
80 articles, edited five books,
edited three special journal issues, and has given over 80 national and international presentations and keynote addresses.

His 2002 article entitled “The
Mental Health Continuum: From
Languishing to Flourishing in Life”
introduced scientifically the concept of flourishing.
He will present some of his
ideas on 7 October 2011 at the
Vaal Triangle Campus of the
North-West University. Dr Keyes’
research centers on illuminating
the “two continua” model of population health and illness, showing how the absence of mental
illness does not translate into the
presence of mental health, and
revealing that the biological and
psychosocial causes of true
health are often distinct processes from those now understood as
the causes of (or risk for) illness.
This work is being applied to better understand resilience, pre-

prevention of mental illness, and
informs the growing healthcare
approach called “predictive
healthcare,” which seeks to map
and monitor true (physical and
mental) health and to develop and
apply novel responses to correct
early deviations to it to maintain
health and limit disease and illness.

Prof. Corey Keyes

“… Happiness has
gone up in most
nations over the
last 40 years,
which defies the
Easterlin paradox.”
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A Time to Pause by Prof. Sesh Paruk

“… whether it be
through our
academic
curricula, the
calibre of social
scientist we
produce or our
own roles as
mentors and
coaches, we are
collectively
retraining the
minds and
hearts of all
South Africans.”

“Until you accept the magnitude of your function, your unconscious mind will sabotage any attempt to show your
full magnificence. Your self concept has to match your manifestation or else the manifestation is doomed. In
order to shift your view of self permanently, you need to shift your core belief about who or what you are . This is
the miracle you seek.” (A Return to Love by Marianne Williamson).
As a social scientist, 43 year old professional woman and mother to two little girls, the above quote resonates strongly with me. Added to this is my leadership role to 50 HR staff and approximately 1300 Parliamentary
staff. I constantly question: “What is it I need to focus on in order to help myself and the people around me to
stretch into our highest selves”? My fundamental assumptions are that “That there are no accidents; that everything happens for a reason and that groups of people are brought together to shape a new global world order”. It
is important that as professionals working in the positive social science space, that we understand and accept
how vital our roles are to societal reconstruction. To a large extent, whether it be through our academic curricula, the calibre of social scientist we produce or our own roles as mentors and coaches, we are collectively retraining the minds and hearts of all South Africans.
This journey begins with an intense phase of self reflection and self revelation … beginning from the personal/private realm…..through self acceptance and confronting of limitations and blind spots … to a closing of the
gestalt and discovery of self. The desire to use ones’ internal compass to share and make a meaningful contribution may then manifest as an extension of this process, rather than be driven by ego or arrogance. I have only
embraced the importance of “pure motive” in the last decade of my career and I remember with embarrassment
how as a young, newly trained psychologist, working in informal communities, my need to help may have been
more about myself than those around me. Life experience, family background and becoming a mother have quickly removed such vanity and ego however.
In this regard I have found the philosophical underpinnings of “A course in miracles” to be very helpful as a
self growth tool. This metaphysical thought system uses forgiveness as the road to inner peace along with remembrance of the unconditional love of universal energy and collective “harmony. This approach links very well
with our positive psychology models and sees externalities and physical/cosmetic acts as mere physical manifestations of a deeper need in us to keep others at bay. In this way we escape true intimacy with others and find
ways to build walls around ourselves. In so doing we reduce ourselves and others to narrow stereotypes based
on perceptions, prejudices and projections of our own self doubt. When this sub conscious is unmanaged, it separates us from others and from true self-acceptance. The bricks of this wall may include: anger, fear, judgement,
anxiety, exhaustion, injustice, self protection, life scars and old hurts; and feelings of inferiority”. Simple approaches to embark on this personal transformation journey include:
 Step 1: A change in focus – that is, an honest look within.
 Step 2: Acknowledging the “walls” we have constructed without self judgment. Only when we make peace with
our reasons for building such walls can we demolish them, brick by brick.
 Step 3: Once there is congruence with self, it becomes easier to tap into a higher universal energy.
 Step 4: Armed with unconditional positive self worth and a link to a higher universal energy, the will to contribute to humanity’s growth becomes a life calling.
As fellow travellers on this path, I wish you
peace, resilience and an abundant store of
“light”, so that together in the words of
Gandhi:” we may be the change we wish to
see around us.” In conclusion, one of my
favourite quotes: ”I will not die an unlived
life, I will not live in fear of falling or catching fire. I choose to inhabit my days, to
allow my living to open me, to make me
less afraid, more accessible, to loosen my
heart until it becomes a wing, a torch, a
promise. I choose to risk my significance
to live so that which came to me as seed
goes to the next as blossom and that which
came to me as blossom goes on as fruit.”
Dawna Markova

Prof. Sesh Paruk
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Positive Relations Workshop on 5-6 April 2012
Positive relations is die focus of
one of the sub-programmes of
Optentia. According to Dutton
and Ragins (2007), a positive
relationship is one in which true
relatedness and mutuality exists.
It is not enough to believe that
one is cared for or has others on
whom he or she can rely; one
must also experience giving and
receiving, mutual caring and
safety in times of distress. Positive relations is not only important in work context, but also
in communities and societies.
Optentia will host a workshop on
positive relations on 5-6 April
2012. Various national and international experts (including Ms.
Primrose Oteng, Prof. Jacqueline
Coyle-Shapiro, and Prof. Vera
Roos) will be involved in the
workshop.

Ms Oteng is Managing Director of
the Positive Peace Project. She
acts as a consultant on global
peacemaking and peacekeeping
issues; and advocates for the
use of positive principles to enhance peace efforts. Professor Coyle-Shapiro's research
focuses on studying relationships in organisational settings;
their antecedents, mechanisms
and consequences. Prof. Roos is
strongly involved in research on
relations in communities.

Prof. Vera Roos

Ms Primrose Oteng

Prof. Jacqueline
Coyle-Shapiro

Thank You!
Dr Anja Van Den Broeck is not
only an excellent researcher and
an expert on self-determination
theory, she is also a very good
photographer. Many of the photos
in this newsletter were taken by
Anja. She gave permission to use
the photos in our newsletter.
Thank you Anja!
We also want to express our
appreciation to our Dean, Prof.
Tinie Theron, for a genuine constructive role regarding Optentia.
We thank the Vice-Rector, Prof.
Linda du Plessis, who was very
helpful when we needed support.
Prof. Chrizanne van Eeden, director of the School of Behavioural
Sciences sets an example of being positively engaged to conduct
and promote research. Last, a big
thank you to all the staff members of the NWU Vaal Triangle
Campus and Institutional Office
for supporting us this year.

Dr Anja Van Den
Broeck

Prof. Tinie Theron

Prof. Chrizanne van
Eeden

“… a positive
relationship is
one in which
true
relatedness and
mutuality
exists.”
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Optentia Obtained Permission to Screen HAPPY!

“The formula for
happiness is not
the same for
everyone, but
research shows
that almost
everyone can
become
happier.”

Optentia recently obtained permission to screen HAPPY produced by the Academy AwardR
nominated director Roko Belic
(Genghis Blues). HAPPY is a feature-length documentary that
leads viewers on a journey
across 5 continents in search of
the keys to happiness. The film
addresses many of the fundamental issues we face in today’s
society: how do we balance the
allure of money, fame and social
status with our needs for strong
relationships, health and personal
fulfilment? Through remarkable
human stories and cutting-edge
science, HAPPY leads us toward
a deeper understanding of why
and how we can pursue more
fulfilling, healthier and happier

lives.
HAPPY takes the viewer
from the bayous of Louisiana to
the deserts of Namibia, from the
beaches of Brazil to the mountains of Bhutan. Listen to the
wisdom of a Kolkata rickshaw
driver, the compassion of a volunteer at Mother Teresa’s Home
for the Dying and the knowledge
of some of the world’s leading
happiness researchers. Witness
as middle school students applaud the bravery of their classmates during a moving presentation on bullying. HAPPY combines
real-life human drama and cutting-edge science to provide
insights into the mysteries of
happiness. The key points are:

 Connectedness: strong relation-

ships with friends, family and
community make people happier.
 Generosity: giving increases
happiness.
 Novelty: breaking out of routine
makes people happier.
 Play: people who experience
physical aerobic exercise are
happier.
 Flow: engaging in a fully absorbing hobby makes people happier.
 Health and Longevity: people who
are happy are healthier and even
live longer.
The formula for happiness is not
the same for everyone, but research shows that almost everyone can become happier.

Optentia Researchers at Coping Conference
A number of Optentia researchers (see the photo below) had the privilege of attending the above conference. Optentia’s leader, Prof. Ian Rothman, as well as Prof. Linda Theron were invited to deliver papers at
this conference. Ian’s paper was entitled ‘Employee engagement and flourishing: Evidence from South Africa’
and Linda’s was entitled ‘Positive adaptation to poverty: Black South African students’ tales of resilience’.
Prof. Susan Folkman and Prof. Deo Strümpfer were the conference keynotes and shared their vast
knowledge and invaluable research experience freely. The Optentia researchers left from this conference,
both proud of Optentia-based research, and invigorated to continue doing research which will support South
Africans to live optimal lives.

Prof. Vera Roos, Dr
Tumi Khumalo, Mr
Jonathan Redelinghuys, and Prof. Susan Folkman, Prof.
Deo Strümpfer,
Prof. Tinie Theron,
Prof. Linda Theron,
and Prof. Ian Rothmann
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Interesting Findings on the Optentia Facebook Page
Optentia’s Facebook page is used to disseminate research results, information, and opinions about positive social science. But
it is more than that: it creates an opportunity to join a community of researchers and practitioners who is passionate about
enabling the expression of individual, social, and institutional
potential. You will find us at the following link:
http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Optentia-ResearchProgramme/150453995005513
Topics that you can read about now, include:
 Is too much optimism a bad thing?
 Self-esteem versus self-compassion.
 Secrets of the happiest people in the world.
 Gratitude and bullying.

“Optentia’s
Facebook page
is used to
disseminate
research
results,
information, and
opinions about
positive social
science.”

 Many faces of happiness.
 Has the recession affected our happiness?
 The effects of meditation on brain structure.

and …. much more. Join us today!

PhD Students at Leuven University
During August 2011, Prof. Ian Rothmann, and two PhD students, Elsabé
Diedericks and Hannes Swart, spent two weeks in Leuven to work on their
PhD theses. The two PhD students aim to submit their theses in November
2011.
Elsabé who is busy with a PhD study on the flourishing of information
technology professionals in South Africa, also received a bursary from
the Flemish Government to complete two scientific articles together with
Prof. Hans De Witte. She will depart to Leuven on 15 November 2011 and
will work in Belgium for three months.

Elsabe Diedericks

Administrative Officer of Optentia Flourishes …
The Optentia Research Programme was fortunate to obtain the services
of Ms Lynn Booysen in March 2011. Lynn managed to learn the new job in a
very short time and she is competent in managing the finances and administration of Optentia, Her people and networking skills are a huge
asset to our research programme. This newsletter is dedicated to her:
for walking the extra mile everyday since her appointment!
Lynn Booysen
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Resilience of Social Workers

“Family
relations and
being involved in
religious
activities were
indicated as the
most important
contributing
factors that
gave retirees
meaning.”

Elmien Truter commenced as a
full-time PhD (social work) student in April 2011, at the NWU, Vaal
Triangle Campus. The focus of her
study is to explore resilience in
South African designated social
workers. The very demanding and
stressful role of designated social workers, as prescribed by
the Children’s Act, 2005(38/
2005), includes dealing with children in need of care and protection and is taking its toll resulting
in many risks these social workers might encounter. Several
social workers quit the profession whilst others who do remain
in the profession deliver poor
quality services. However there
are many who deliver services of
high standards; adapt to the ad-

verse situation, and somehow
continue as if there are no risks
at all. According to the literature,
such a social worker may be
regarded as resilient. Research
pertaining to the resources that
enhance or develop resilience in
South African designated social
workers has not yet been conducted and therefore this qualitative study aims to explore the
process of resilience in South
African designated social workers by the review of relevant
literature, semi-structured interviews, and the provision of narratives written by the participants.
This in turn will inform specific
strategies for social work managers to enhance resilience in
South African social workers.

Selection of participants will be
based on formal criteria – as determined by an advisory panel.
Elmien’s promoters are Dr. Ansie
Fouché from the subject group
social work and Prof. Linda Theron,
Optentia’s expert on resilience.

Elmien Truter

Orientations to Happiness of Retired People
Charmaine Kasuto recently submitted her thesis which focused
on the orientations to happiness
and life satisfaction of retirees at
a large mine in Namibia. Regarding retirees’ orientation to happiness, meaning contributed most
to life satisfaction, followed by
engagement and pleasure. Family
relations and being involved in
religious activities were indicated
as the most important contributing factors that gave their
lives meaning. This is not surprising as studies show that
religion gives people a sense of
purpose and it also assists them
in coping with difficult life transitions such as retirement. Participants reported that they engaged
in sports and hobbies as well the
running of their own businesses.

The participants experienced
moderate levels of pleasure in
their lives. The most important
factors contributing to pleasure
were involvement in sports and/
or hobbies and socializing with
friends. Most participants reported that they suffered from financial and medical problems. Charmaine recommended that workshops on finding meaning in life
through effective family relationships, interpersonal effectiveness, socialising with friends,
personal development and engaging in hobbies should form
part of retirement planning. She
also recommended that proper
financial planning should be done
before employees retire. This
also includes planning for medical expenses during retirement.

Charmaine Kasuto
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Dr Nell Learns About the World Database of Happiness
In August 2011, Dr Werner Nell travelled to the Netherlands where he spent a week as guest in the beautiful
countryside home of Prof. Ruut Veenhoven, internationally renowned researcher on happiness, and developer
of the World Database of Happiness. The world database
on happiness is an archive containing several thousand
studies that are related to happiness, as well as a complete index of empirical measures of happiness. Furthermore, the database contains detailed findings about the
correlates of happiness, as well as about the distribution
of happiness in virtually all countries in the world. This
database, which featured in such notable publications as
Time Magazine and the New York Times, has served as
foundation for a large number of very significant research projects that significantly enhanced our understanding of human happiness. During his stay in the
Netherlands, Dr Nell worked at the Erasmus University in
Rotterdam where he had the opportunity to learn about
the workings of this database, and to discuss some of
the latest developments in happiness studies with Prof.
Veenhoven. Dr Nell intends to build on Prof. Veenhoven's
work by engaging in local research projects that are
focused on happiness, as well as by identifying and organizing all Southern African research on happiness so it
can be entered into the World Database of Happiness.

Prof. Ruut Veenhoven and
Dr Werner Nell

The World Database of Happiness

Experiences of a PhD Student by Elsabé Diedericks
“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I, I took the one less
travelled by and that has made all the difference…”
- Robert Frost
All PhD students (past and present) will most probably
attest to the excruciating loneliness of the PhD road.
When I Googled “emotions experienced when doing a
PhD”, I instantly got 1 960 000 results in 0.07 seconds –
most emphasizing the loneliness of the long distance
researcher. That made me realise that the magnitude of
emotions I am experiencing on my PhD journey is not
nearly unique. This made me feel somewhat better!
Although doing a PhD is an individual experience, the
supporting role of my promoter should not be underestimated. My promoter is not only the academic expert guiding this journey; he is also my mentor, counsellor, confidante, ‘father’, and friend. Without him in my academic
career and life I would not be able to say that the road I
embarked upon had made all the difference! Promoters
and study leaders, we salute you! Your work has eternal
value.

Working on PhD articles requires good communication ….
and emotional control ...

“… the database
contains
detailed findings
about the
correlates of
happiness, as
well as about
the distribution
of happiness in
virtually all
countries in the
world.”
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News from the Pathways to Resilience Project
Optentia researchers have been explore how services that these
very busy co-generating further girls had access to, enabled them
qualitative data with young people to adjust to various hardships.
in the Bethlehem area, and confirming emerging findings with
the projects Advisory Panel (AP)
(adults from Bethlehem and QwaQwa communities who guide the
project’s implementation and
critically review emerging findings). On 19 and 26 August, Dr
Macalane Malindi and Profs Tinie
and Linda Theron met with seven
adolescents and engaged them in
a photo-elicitation activity to

“...dissemination
is a vital step in
working with
communities to
translate
research
findings into
practice and
policy...”

Prof. Linda Theron and Dr
Macalane Malindi engaged
with some of the participants

The Pathways to Resilience Project
On 5 September, Dr Macalane
Malindi and Prof. Linda Theron, as
well as three current masters
students (Uné Fourie, Elaine
Snyman and Angelique Venter), a
current PhD student (Mark Barends), a prospective PhD student
(Rubina Setlahare) and Tamlynn
Jeferris (the project’s irreplaceable research assistant) spent
the day in Bethlehem to present
the AP with the initial quantitative
findings and the emerging qualitative findings generated by resilient youths making drawings of
their experiences of what had
encouraged them to adjust well to
challenging life circumstances.
The Optentia researchers also
asked the AP to scrutinise a sample report of the findings that will
be disseminated orally and in
writing to local communities that
have participated.

This dissemination is a vital step
in working with communities to
translate research findings into
practice and policy that will support more young people to resile.

Prof. Linda Theron explaining what information community
reports could entail
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Read-me-to-Resilience Project (Rm2R)
Carmen Joubert, a PhD student in
the Rm2R project, was awarded a
prestigious RCI scholarship.
SANPAD, who funds the Rm2R
project, also runs the Research
Capacity Initiative (RCI) which
aims to develop the capacity of
promising young researchers.
Carmen spent the past year engaged in this initiative and graduated on 2 September 2011. Her
research proposal received numerous accolades.
Dr Macalane Malindi has won
a coveted place in SANPAD’s programme directed at developing
writing skills in promising emerging researchers. He will draw on
the visual data generated by the
Rm2R project to participate in
this programme.

Profs Tinie and Linda Theron with Carmen at the RCI graduation

Members of the International Pathways to Resilience Project

“Dr Macalane
Malindi has won a
coveted place in
SANPAD’s
programme
directed at
developing
writing skills in
promising
emerging
researchers. ”

The full international team will be visiting 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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Optentia Achievements During 2011

“Optentia
researchers
have been

The achievements of Optentia
researchers in 2011 were remarkable. Optentia researchers
have been involved in more than
20 publications during 2011, most
of which were published in ISIlisted scientific journals. More
than 20 new manuscripts were
submitted for publication during
2011. Optentia members also
published three text book chapters during 2011. Optentia researchers contributed 20 papers
at conferences, of which more
than 60% were at international
conferences. Furthermore, more
than 10 international experts
visited our research programme
during 2011.

involved in more
than 20
Beauty at the Vaal Triangle Campus of the NWU

publications
during 2011. ”

The following are some of the international papers presented by Optentia researchers during 2011:
 Deacon, E. (2011, July). An intervention to enhance positive emotional and social adjustment in











school beginners. Poster presented at the Second World Congress on Positive Psychology, Philadelphia.
Lau, C., Theron, L.C. & Cameron, C.A. (2011, July).Contributions of socio-emotional associations with
family and community to youth resilience. Paper presented at the International Visual Sociology
Association (IVSA) Conference, Vancouver, Canada.
Liebenberg, L., & Theron, L.C. (2011, July). Youth spaces and places: understanding the marginalisation of youth in physical contexts. Paper presented at the International Visual Sociology Association (IVSA) Conference, Vancouver, Canada.
Malindi, M.J. Theron, L.C. & Theron, A.M.C. (2011, June). Drawing on strengths: images of ecological
contributions to street child resilience. XXXIII International Congress of Psychology (Colombia).
Nell. W. (2011, March). Conceptions of spirituality in modern dreams. Paper presented at the First
Global Conference on Spirituality in the 21st Century: At the Interface of Theory, Practice and Pedagogy, Prague, Czech Republic.
Rothmann, S. (2011, July). Happiness in Southern Africa. Poster presented at the Second World
Congress on Positive Psychology, Philadelphia.
Theron, L.C.; Malindi, M., & Theron, A.M.C. (2011, June). Towards an African definition of resilience: a
rural South African community’s view of resilient youth. XXXIII International Congress of Psychology (Colombia).
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Master’s and PhD Studies in the Optentia Research Programme
A total of nine master’s and two
PhD students completed their
studies during 2011. Optentia
experienced strong growth in PhD
students during this year. A total
of 34 master’s and 17 PhD’s are
currently registered for their
qualifications.

The following topics of PhD theses in Optentia confirm the crucial role that Optentia is playing in generating
scientific information and contributing to solutions of societal problems:
 Barends, M.S. The role of culture in the resilience of township youth in South Africa: A phenomenological

exploratory study. (Promoter: Prof L.C. Theron)
Flourishing of employees in the information technology industry in South Africa.
(Promoter: Prof. S. Rothmann)
Joubert, C. An exploration of educators-as-lay-counsellors’ experiences of the Read-Me-To-Resilience
intervention strategy: A pathway to resilience for African orphans and their educators. (Promoter: Prof.
L.C. Theron)
Kheswa, J. The sexual behaviour and psycho-social well-being of a group of African male adolescents
(Promoter: Prof. C. van Eeden)
Koen, V. Family psychosocial well-being in the South African context. (Promoter: Prof. C. van Eeden)
Melato, S.R. Exploring the psychosocial well-being of a group marginalised African youth. (Promoter: Prof.
C. van Eeden).
Swart, J.P. Antecedents and outcomes of happiness of managers in the agricultural sector in South Africa. (Promoter: Prof. S. Rothmann)
Truter, E. South African social workers at risk: Exploring pathways to their resilience. (Promoters: Dr A.
Fouche and Prof. L. Theron)
Van Zyl, L. The development and evaluation of positive psychological interventions aimed at happiness.
(Promoter: Prof. S. Rothmann)
Williams, H. Coping behaviour and the quality of life in women who experienced sexual abuse in childhood.
(Promoter: Prof. C. Van Eeden)

 Diedericks, E.










PhD students Elsabe Diedericks and
Hannes Swart enjoying the pleasures
of life …

“Optentia
experienced
strong growth in
PhD students
during this year. ”
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Optentia in 2011

Dreams … and challenges

positive emotions … and
pleasure ...

“Optentia’s first
year was
characterised by
positive emotions,
engagement,
meaning, positive
relations and
accomplishment.”

making a contribution ...

looking for meaning and
purpose ...

using our strengths to
engage ...
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Optentia in 2011

working towards
competence ….

through positive relations ...

“There are no

and valuing our
autonomy … to
flourish!

shortcuts to any
place worth
going!”

Enabling optimal expression of individual, social and institutional potential

Positive Social Sciences Books
Postal Primary Business Address
Optentia Research Programme
Faculty of Humanities
North-West University
Vanderbijlpark, 1900
Phone: +27(16)9103433
Fax: +27(18)2856024
E-mail: ian@ianrothmann.com
Web: www.optentia.co.za

Cameron, K., & Spreitzer, G. M. (2012). The Oxford handbook of positive organizational scholarship . New York: Oxford
University Press.
Folkman, S. (2010). The Oxford handbook of stress, health, and coping. New York: Oxford University Press.
Jansen, J. (2011). We need to talk. Johannesburg: Pan Macmillan.
Sheldon, K., Kashdan, T.B., & Steger, M.F. (2011) (Eds.). Designing positive psychology: Taking stock and moving forward.
Oxford University Press.

Scientific Outputs of Optentia
For a worthwhile existence

 Baillien, E., Rodriguez-Munoz, A., Van den Broeck, A., & De Witte, H., Do demands and resources affect tar-



We’re on the web!
www.optentia.co.za








get's and perpetrators' reports of workplace bullying? A two-wave crosslagged study. Work & Stress, 25(2),
128-146.
Joubert, P., Van Wyk, C., & Rothmann, S. (2011). The incidence of sexual harassment at higher education
institutions in South Africa: Perceptions of academic staff. Acta Academica, 43(1), 167-188.
Koen, V., Van Eeden, C., & Venter, C. (2011). African female adolescents' experience of parenting and their
sense of well-being Journal of Psychology in Africa,21(2).
Mendes, F., & Stander, M.W. (2011). Positive organisation: The role of leader behaviour in employee
engagement and turnover intention. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 37(1). doi:10.4102/sajip.v37i1.900
Rothmann, S. & Buys, C. (2011). Job demands and resources, psychological conditions, religious coping, and
work engagement of reformed church ministers. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 21(2), 173-185.
Rothmann, S. & Malan, A.M. (2011). Work-related well-being of South African hospital pharmacists. SA Journal
of Industrial Psychology, 37(1), doi:10.4102/sajip. v37i1.895
Ungar, M., Theron, L.C., & Didkowsky, N. (2011). Adolescents' precocious and developmentally appropriate
contributions to their families' well-being and resilience in five countries. Family Relations , 60(2), 231-246.
Valchev, V. H., Van de Vijver, F. J. R., Nel, J. A, Rothmann, S., Meiring, D., & De Bruin, G. P. (2011). Implicit
personality conceptions of the Nguni cultural-linguistic groups of South Africa. Cross-cultural Research, 45
(3), 235-266. doi:10.1177/1069397111402462

Upcoming Events
7 October 2011: Presentation and visit 5-6 April 2012: Positive relations
by Prof. Corey Keyes to Optentia.
workshop at the NWU, Vaal Triangle
Campus.
2 November 2011: Screening of
“Happy” at the NWU, Vaal Triangle
17-21 July 2012: IACCP Conference,
Campus.
Cape Town.
26-30 March 2012: Prof. Hans De
Witte and Dr Anja Van Den Broeck
visit Optentia.
28 March 2012: Prof. Hans De Witte
presents inaugural lecture.

22-27 July 2012: ICP, Cape Town.

