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Introduction 

Among the many approaches that are available when organizations seek to enhance the 

performance of their workforce, the focus on self-improvement, personal development, or 

personal leadership has gained increasing prominence throughout the last decades (Bennis, 1989; 

Conger, 1993; Drucker, 2008). These approaches see personal growth as a necessary requirement 

for increasing general effectiveness at the workplace and it is applied to both leaders and 

employees alike (Conger, 1994; Liu, 2002). The rise of personal growth trainings in 

organizational settings can be placed in the larger societal trend of an increased popularity of 

programs aimed at self-improvement and self-actualization, which claim to help individuals 

reach their  fullest personal potential (Salerno, 2005). In the US alone, the self-improvement and 

self-help industry has been estimated to be a 9.84 billion dollar industry in 2011, with a forecast 

of being a 10.4 billion dollar industry by 2016 (Marketdata Enterprises, 2013). Programs are 

distributed through a variety of channels such as trainings and courses, personal coaching, books, 

or software applications. 

Whereas there are a variety of different opinions, personal reviews and anecdotal 

evidence on the usefulness of personal growth trainings readily available to the interested reader, 

scientific research on these techniques is scarce (cf. Salerno, 2005; Yukl, 2010). Critics state that 

the self-improvement industry is an unregulated sector and that even though the products 

marketed by this industry are popular and widely used, they are often neither backed up by 

evidence nor are they built systematically on scientific research (Salerno, 2005). In response to 

this lack of sound knowledge, numerous scholars have pointed out the importance of working 

towards evidence-based management methods in organizational contexts to avoid the risk of 

facing unintended consequences and to assure that investments result in the achievement of 

desired objectives (e.g., Kellerman, 2012; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006).  

This book aims to fill this gap by investigating the effects of personal growth training in 

organizations. At the hand of the popular personal growth training ‘The 7 Habits of Highly 

Effective People’ by Stephen R. Covey (1989) I will address the following research question: 

What is the use of personal growth trainings as an instrument for employee and leader 

development in organizations?  

1.1 The Imperfect Link between Individual and Organizational Improvements 

In his critical reflection on the self-improvement market, Salerno (2005) posed the 

question whether ‘a society in which everyone seeks personal fulfillment might have a hard time 

holding together?’ (Salerno, 2005, p. 40). He poses the question whether a strong focus on 
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individual improvement in the course of self-improvement work might have negative 

repercussions on the functioning of larger collectives in which individuals are embedded. 

Personal growth trainings, with their focus on self-improvement, are likely to put individuals in a 

self-concerned mindset. Once this happens, individual motivation is mainly driven by self-

concerns rather than concerns for others or the organization (Lindenberg, 2007; Lindenberg & 

Foss, 2011). This might cause situations in which individuals are more likely to focus on their 

personal goals, if necessary at the costs of others or the organization as a whole. Indeed, previous 

research stressed that self-concerns are likely to hamper cooperative efforts within the larger 

collective (Balliet, Parks, & Joireman, 2009; Batson & Moran, 1999; Elliot, Hayward & Canon, 

1998; Liberman, Samuels, & Ross, 2004; Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). 

An implicit assumption of personal growth trainings in organizational contexts is that 

organizational improvements emerge from the personal growth of individual organizational 

members, which is why trainings aimed at personal effectiveness are believed to contribute to 

organizational effectiveness. However, there are reasons to believe that the link between 

individual and organizational improvement is imperfect. Complex interdependent systems such 

as organizations are often susceptible to coordination problems and face difficulties in the 

alignment of interests (Lindenberg, 2013). In such contexts, promoting a focus on individual 

improvement alone might not automatically translate into organizational improvement. An 

organization can derive benefits from the training if, for example, its productivity or revenues are 

increasing after employees attended the training. This does however not imply that employees 

themselves experience benefits from the training. In the same line of reasoning, employees may 

derive benefits from the training if they, for example, feel more self-reliant or more assertive 

after attending the training. This does however not imply that the organization as a whole profits 

from these changes on the individual level. Even worse, changes on the individual level might 

result in unintended repercussions on the organizational level if individual level improvements 

(e.g., career advancement, achievement of bonuses, improved well-being) are difficult to align 

with collective interests (e.g., leading to intra-organizational competition where cooperation 

would be needed in order to achieve team or organizational goals). The imperfect link between 

improvements on the individual and the organizational level and the possibility of unintended 

organizational consequences will be addressed in this book. 

Before giving an overview over the six studies that comprise this dissertation, I will 

provide a brief overview of personal growth trainings and their history in organizational 

contexts, the particular personal growth training under study, and the research design employed 

in the presented studies. 
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1.2 Personal Growth Trainings in Organizational Contexts 

 Personal growth describes the directional change of an overall human being towards a 

desirable outcome, which is expected to be permanent rather then temporal, not specific to 

particular contexts, emphasizes “becoming” over “being”, and which is per definition positive 

(e.g., developing one’s character, becoming a good leader; Irving & Williams, 1999). As such, it 

is necessarily guided by a particular philosophy of life that is able to define what is good and bad 

(Arkhoff, 1993; Irving & Williams, 1999). Even though the terms personal development and 

personal growth are often used interchangeably, personal development is a more neutral process, 

anticipates both positive and negative outcomes, deals with specific parts of an individual rather 

than the whole person, can be planned and structured, and deals with more concrete and specific 

skills (e.g., like time management or negotiation skills; Irving & Williams, 1999). Often, 

personal growth trainings combine both aspects of growth and development, by supplementing 

individuals’ changes as guided by a particular philosophy of life with specific skills and 

techniques. 

  A characterizing feature of most personal growth trainings is their strong focus on 

developing self-awareness and increasing self-knowledge (Andersson, 2008; Cogner, 1993; Yukl, 

2010) in order to ‘overcome inner barriers to psychological growth and development of 

leadership competencies’ (Yukl, 2010, p. 445). Overall, their central aim is to promote 

individuals’ personal growth by fulfilling their need for self-actualization (Maslow, 1967) and by 

helping them to reach their fullest potential (Rogers, 1961). In an analysis of the training efforts 

that have been taken in organizations within the past decades, Luo (2002) argued that training 

programs changed as a matter of the organizational models that were prevalent in the respective 

era. She specifically distinguished between four organizational models, which I will summarize 

shortly: the bureaucratic model (1900-1920s), the community model (1930s-1960s), the 

professional model and the participatory citizenship model (both from the 1970s onwards and 

ongoing).  

The bureaucratic model was aligned with the principles of scientific management (Taylor, 

1914). Employees were primarily conducting standardized tasks and were expected to acquire 

the necessary skills beforehand or on the job. Consequently, the bureaucratic model is 

characterized by little and mainly task-specific training. The community model arose in the time 

of the human relation movement (Mayo, 1933) and is to a large extent concerned with increasing 

employees’ morale and satisfaction. Trainings in the framework of the community model were 

emphasizing “cooperation for the sake of cooperation" (Lou, 2002, p. 209) and were a first step 

towards the incorporation of psychotherapeutic techniques to the work floor (Andersson, 2008; 

Luo, 2002; Waring, 1991).  
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The distinctive forms of trainings provided to employees in the era of this organizational 

model were sensitivity trainings or T-groups (Luo, 2002) that aimed at making individuals more 

aware of how they respond to others or within groups (Back, 1987). These trainings consisted of 

a coherent set of exercises within facilitated group sessions that encouraged work groups to 

explore their interpersonal relationships with the goal of improving group cohesion 

(Golembiewski & Blumberg, 1970). The main methods employed in these trainings consisted of 

group-based self-awareness, experiential and feedback techniques (Back, 1987). However, with 

the increasing popularity of these trainings, critics raised doubts about the profitability of 

sensitivity trainings to the organization (Andersson, 2008). It was feared that, as an unintended 

consequence of increased cohesion and loyalty, the loss of individualism would prevent the 

organization’s ability to act creatively (Andersson, 2008; Barley & Kunda, 1992; Janis, 1982). 

Moreover, other controversies rose from analyses like those of Tannenbaum and colleagues 

(1961) who observed that strong emotional responses from intense group-experiences are 

possible which can be experienced as disturbing. For a critical review on sensitivity trainings or 

T-groups I would like to refer to House (1967). 

In both the bureaucratic and community model, conformity is strongly emphasized and 

employees’ roles in active thinking and their contributions to the organization are limited. In 

contrast, both the professional model and the participatory citizenship model acknowledge 

employees as autonomous and rational actors that constitute the ultimate competitive advantage 

of an organization (cf. Pfeffer, 1994). The professional model puts a strong emphasis on 

employees’ contributions to organizational core processes, whereas the participatory citizenship 

model also stresses an employee’s larger role as a member of society. According to Luo (2002), 

the participatory citizenship model led to a rise of personal growth trainings that aim at 

supporting individuals in becoming autonomous and self-sufficient actors. This type of training 

"emphasizes how one can accomplish more through strategically dealing with oneself and 

others" (Lou, 2002, p. 209). Andersson (2008) argued that personal growth trainings represent a 

revival of sensitivity trainings. He argued that whereas the focus has changed from the group to 

the individual, other aspects have been kept in place such as a strong focus on increasing self-

knowledge through methods derived from psychotherapy and by applying a comparable set of 

training techniques.  

1.3 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

In this dissertation, I focus on one personal growth training in particular: “The 7 Habits of 

Highly Effective People”. This training is based on a book which was originally published by 

Stephen R. Covey in 1989. Three reasons have led us to the decision to focus on this training. 
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First, it includes all general elements of personal growth trainings, which increases the 

generalizability of the results found. Second, it had a considerable impact on the business world 

and found its way into various organizations. According to Forbes (Ackman, 2002) and Times 

Magazine (Gandel, 2011), the 7 Habits book belongs to the most influential business books ever 

written. Third, it has been has been applied across different countries, which illustrates the 

considerable impact of the training program on society and emphasizes the relevance of 

conducting research on its outcomes. Despite its popularity, reach and influence, to the best of 

my knowledge and in line with general observations of a scarcity of research on personal growth 

trainings within organizations (Yukl, 2010), to date there are no studies that allow any causal 

claims concerning effects of this training. 

1.3.1 An Overview of the Training Program 

The 7 Habits training guides individuals through several stages of personal change that 

aim at individuals’ personal effectiveness. The trainers within the program are referred to as 

facilitators, their task is mainly to introduce the ideas of the 7 Habits and then to facilitate self-

awareness exercises, experiential exercises, and group discussions that help participants to reflect 

on and link the content of the training to their own lives. In addition to these group sessions, a 

number of small group or dyadic exercises are conducted in order to teach skills that can be used 

within the framework of the 7 Habits, like time management and communication techniques. 

Supplementary video material is often used. The book uses many metaphors, symbolism and 

anecdotes, for example when referring to the concepts of mutual benefits (“Think win-win”), 

creative problem solving (“Synergize”), or trust (“Emotional bank account”). 

1.3.2 The Habits 

The 7 Habits present a model (‘maturity continuum‘) according to which individuals are 

expected to increase their effectiveness once they move from a state of being dependent from 

others to a state of being independent from others and ultimately to a state of being 

interdependent with others. The first three habits intend to help participants to move from being 

dependent on others to being independent from others. The first habits focus on increasing 

personal control and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by determining participants’ 

personal values and goals (Habit 2: “With the end in mind.”) and by engaging in time 

management behavior to prioritize their daily activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first things 

first”). During habits four to six, participants are supported to move from being independent 

from others to being interdependent with others. Participants are encouraged to build mutually 

beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think win-win”), to engage in empathic listening (Habit 5: 
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“Seek first to understand, then to be understood”) and to try to seek creative cooperation within 

their social context (Habit 6: “Synergize”). Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen the saw”) is called the 

habit of ‘renewal’ which intends to enable and support participants to continuously engage in all 

previous stages by investing in physical, mental, social and spiritual well-being. 

1.3.3 Promoting Intra-Individual Change 

Each step within the 7 habits training program aims to promote change in individuals’ 

cognitive schemas or paradigms. These paradigms are expected to influence how individuals 

interpret the world, how they interact in it and ultimately what results they will obtain from these 

interactions. The main mechanism utilized by the 7 Habits in order to create personal change is 

the intended alignment of cognitive schemas with a certain set of ideas and concepts that are 

introduced as “principles of effectiveness”. This alignment is believed to ultimately result in 

better achievements in both work and private life. 

The focus of the training program lies primarily on the individual and their immediate 

surroundings. Change and improvement are expected to start within the individual by finding 

their “true north”, a metaphor for individuals’ hopes and aspirations which are expected to 

positively transcend and affect wider social circles. The first three habits put an emphasis on 

personal responsibility. Individuals are expected to be the creators of their own lives. If they 

want to achieve positive change in their lives, they first need to become (pro-)active. Another 

strongly emphasized concept in the achievement of change is their response-ability – their ability 

to choose how they respond to external events. The concept of response-ability stresses the belief 

that individuals have a free will and are free to determine how they react to certain life events 

and underlines the need for people to be self-directed rather than other other-directed.  

Moreover, individuals should focus on the things they can change (‘Circle of influence’) 

instead of worrying about the things they cannot change (‘Circle of concern’). In order to be able 

to take a proactive approach to life, people are encouraged to discover their personal values, 

talents and passions (creating a ‘personal mission statement’) which is supposed to act as a guide 

for decisions in life. By translating these aspects of the training into concrete decisions in life and 

by actively choosing between different daily activities to engage in, individuals are encouraged 

to favor those task that are not urgent but important to them and try to disengage from tasks that 

are not important for them and that do not fit in their ‘personal mission’. Furthermore, 

individuals are encouraged to focus on their personal well-being in order to attain their goals 

without draining their energy and getting out of balance (“Sharpen your saw”). 



General Introduction 
 

7 

1.3.4 Interpersonal Relationships 

In the sphere of interpersonal relationships, mutually beneficial relationships are advocated 

with the rule-of-thumb that one should either seek a mutual beneficial relationship or no 

relationship at all (‘Win-win or no-deal’). Long-term relations are preferred over short-term 

relations and in order to build long-term relations, individuals are advised to seek mutual benefit 

in their interactions with others and to build trust (‘Emotional bank account’). In this program 

and also illustrated by the metaphor of an emotional bank account, trust is mainly seen in a 

transactional way as being the result of a mutual exchange of favors. In the sphere of cooperative 

behavior, as long as mutual benefit is guaranteed, diversity of opinions is welcomed as a source 

of creative solutions for problems (“Synergize”). 

1.3.5 Ideological Origins and Parallels to Psychotherapy 

Despite the authors’ claim that the 7 Habits result from a thorough review of the last 200 

years of self-help literature (Covey, 1989) the book does not systematically build on previous 

work. Though no explicit claims are made, we can place the 7 Habits in the tradition of stoic 

philosophy, which has a strong focus on self-examination, self-discipline, and self-determination 

regardless of external struggles in life (cf. Montgomery, 1993; Neiman, 2000). Epictetus, a stoic 

philosopher born around 50 CE, wrote that it is not the objective events that shape human life, 

but humans’ subjective experience of them, which is not only the core idea of modern cognitive 

psychology (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979) but also apparent in the 7 Habit’s point of view 

that a ‘paradigm shift’ is the key instrument for the initiation of personal change. To further 

illustrate the close connection of the 7 Habits to psychotherapeutic techniques, it is noteworthy 

that cognitive-behavioral therapy draws on methods that encourage the restructuring of cognitive 

schemas in order to promote behavioral adaptations (Rothbaum, Meadows, Resick, & Foy, 

2000). This approach shows close similarities with how behavioral change is believed to be 

initiated in the 7 Habits training. A further inspection of the training content shows parallels with 

existential and humanistic philosophical ideas in the sense that both take the stand that there are 

parts to the self that are “truer” than others (Andersson, 2008). These “true’ parts of the self are 

believed to be denied in the presence of salient social roles (cf., Rogers, 1961), but can be (re-

)discovered through self-exploration. 

1.3.6 Falsifiability of the 7 Habits Training 

When personal growth trainings like the 7 Habits claim to increase the personal 

effectiveness of organizational leaders and employees, what exactly is it that they claim to 

change and what outcomes can we expect after attending the training? Clearly, effectiveness is 
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not a one-dimensional construct and what exactly comprises effective behavior differs across 

cultures, across people, across sectors and across organizations. Claiming that one definition or 

one measure of effectiveness is the true definition that deserves to be drawn upon in the 

evaluation of personal growth trainings would not hold up against reality. However, scientific 

evaluation of the key propositions of the 7 Habits training requires that key propositions of the 

training program are stated in a falsifiable way (Popper, 1959). 

We consulted the training materials provided by the company to gain insights into their 

definition of effectiveness and the intended outcomes of the training. It is remarkable to note that 

despite the claim of providing a training that tackles personal effectiveness, no clear definition of 

personal effectiveness is provided in the books or training materials. Upon closer inspection, the 

terminology that is employed by the authors of the books and training materials merely provide 

the reader with a vague idea of what comprises personal effectiveness. One of the few accounts 

as to what effectiveness is and what outcomes can be achieved through the training states that: 

“The Seven Habits are habits of effectiveness. Because they are based on principles, they bring 

the maximum long-term beneficial results possible. (…) They are also habits of effectiveness 

because they are based on a paradigm of effectiveness that is in harmony with a natural law, a 

principle I call the P/PC Balance (Covey, 1989, p. 52)." The definition of what comprises 

personal effectiveness is tautological in nature and the exact outcomes that can be achieved by 

the training is left open for interpretation by the reader. It is also important to note that the 7 

Habits do not make the explicit claim of increasing personal effectiveness, but claim to be 

‘habits of effectiveness’ or ‘habits of highly effective people’. This description does not imply a 

causal relationship between the 7 Habits and personal effectiveness, though it may tempt readers 

to interpret the 7 Habits as a guide to personal effectiveness. According to the descriptions 

above, the 7 Habits can also be interpreted as an overview of habits that are commonly found in 

effective or, presumably, successful people. It does not claim that these are that habits that have 

led to the initial personal effectiveness or that these habits cannot be found in less personally 

effective or less successful people as well.  

On the one hand, this vagueness gives the readers and attendees of the training room for 

interpretation to fill in the blanks with personally relevant aspects of effectiveness. On the other 

hand, it limits the falsifiability of the 7 Habits approach. This flexibility in terminology is not 

limited to the definition of effectiveness but also affects the description of the underlying 

mechanisms that are supposed to increase effectiveness. 

Even though these characteristics of the 7 Habits approach limit the opportunities to 

falsify its claims, we can investigate its consequences within organizations on individual-level 

outcomes that were selected on the basis of theoretical considerations and their relevance for 
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both individuals and organizations. 

1.3.7 Reverse Engineering the 7 Habits 

Personal growth trainings like the 7 Habits do often only implicitly build on a systematic 

translation of scientific findings into practical training modules. The resulting problem is that any 

effort to assess the mechanisms underlying the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of a training like 

this have to face an indeterminacy problem. Since the training does not explicitly refer to a 

specific scientifically established mechanism, singling out a mechanism for empirical test does 

not necessarily proof that the effect is entirely attributable to the single mechanism, or also 

caused by some (unobserved) other aspects of the training. To single out potential mechanisms, I 

will focus on the most prominent features of these kinds of trainings. One of the distinguishing 

features of personal growth trainings, as compared to pure competence-based trainings, is that 

they put individuals’ core values first. Individuals are encouraged to explore their personal values 

and goals, their hopes and their aspirations (cf. creating a “personal mission statement”) before 

they learn specific techniques such as time management, communication, or negotiation skills. It 

is the core values, which are setting the stage for all other activities involved in the training. 

In the studies I present and discuss in this book, my co-authors and I translate the 

dominant features of the 7 Habits training into four main psychological mechanisms. First, we 

expect the 7 Habits to provide tools that help to bolster individuals’ self-regulatory capacity 

(Chapter 2). Second, we expect the training to increase the salience of ideal-selves rather then 

ought-selves (Chapter 3). Third, we expect the 7 Habits training to put individuals in a 

promotion-focus rather than a prevention-focus (Chapter 4; Chapter 6). Fourth, we expect the 7 

Habits training to put individuals in a mindset of self-concern rather than other-concern (Chapter 

5; Chapter 7). 

1.4 Study Design and Research Methods 

The six studies presented in this dissertation rely on data that I collected during field 

studies within two Dutch organizations that implemented the 7 Habits as part of their employee 

and leadership development programs. It is of practical relevance that the organizations did not 

receive any incentives in order to implement the training but were chosen for participation in the 

current research after the decision to implement the 7 Habits had been made independent of their 

participation in this research. 

Five chapters in this dissertation are based on a cluster-randomized control trial, which I 

designed, coordinated and conducted in a youth-care organization (454 employees clustered in 

25 work units). Randomized controlled trials are often regarded as the gold standard in the 
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evaluation of trainings and interventions. Carefully selecting and randomizing groups of 

participants, in the current case work units, and following them in a longitudinal manner 

throughout the entire implementation process allows for drawing sound conclusions about the 

causal effects of the training. Because work units in the training and the control condition have 

been carefully randomized, observed changes are more likely to be attributable to the training 

rather than external circumstances or prior differences between work units. However, in practice, 

randomized controlled trials are seldom implemented as the longitudinal design that is needed in 

order to monitor the intended changes over time is very time consuming and can often span 

years. Due to the complexity of the research design, the long time-frame and associated costs, 

large scale randomized longitudinal designs like this are virtually absent and thorough 

evaluations of organizational training programs are extremely scarce. To the best of my 

knowledge, the current project is the first one to conduct a cluster-randomized controlled trial in 

an organizational context to evaluate the effects of a personal growth training. Extending the 

findings of the cluster randomized control trial, Chapter 5 also draws on results from a 

propensity matched field experiment (162 employees). Moreover, Chapter 7 draws on a pre-post 

measurement study among managers (47 managers and 514 of their followers). Both studies, I 

designed, coordinated and conducted in a school of vocational training. 

Participative methods were used as a part of a multi-method research design, which is 

essential to not only triangulate research findings, but also to support the collection of high 

quality data in organizational settings by building rapport and trust with the studied populations 

(Anthonio, 2010). The participative methods employed included attendance and completion of a 

personal growth training (5 days) in order to gain first-hand experiences and to get into contact 

with trainers and participants as well as partial attendance at a trainer certification workshop (1 

day). It further included a visit at the Franklin Covey Headquarter in the US/Utah, where 

interviews were held with employees from the applied research department and the content 

development department, and the attendance at two web-based trainings on project management 

(2 hours) and time management (2 hours). Intra-organizational data collections were prepared 

with in-depth unstructured interviews and pilot testing of measurement instruments. Interviews 

were conducted with trainees, trainers, support staff and managers. 
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1.5 Overview of the Dissertation 

In this dissertation, I investigate the prominent personal growth training from the 

perspectives of different potential outcomes and consequences. First, my co-authors and I 

investigate to what extent individual participants of the training can benefit from a strengthened 

self through the training by assessing its effect on employees overall self-regulatory capacity 

(Chapter 2). Following up on this study, we selected several outcomes that are of relevance for 

virtually all organizations. In Chapter 3, we investigate how the training affects individuals’ 

alignment of personal and organizational values. In the following chapters, we investigate the 

effect of the training on employees’ job satisfaction (Chapter 4), innovative work behavior and 

work performance (Chapter 5). Finally, we investigate how participation at the 7 Habits training 

interacts with organizational interventions to reduce employee absenteeism (Chapter 6) and the 

role the personal growth training can play within the field of leadership development (Chapter 

7). A schematic conceptual model of the whole dissertation can be seen in Figure 1.1. In Table 

1.1, I summarize the main hypotheses, the underlying mechanisms, research design and data 

used, and the results we found. 



 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Schematic conceptual model of the current dissertation. 

  



 

 

Table 1.1 
Summary overview of Hypotheses and Results 
Chapter Outcome Hypotheses Theory/ 

Mechanisms 
Design/ Data Sample Results 

2 Self-
regulatory 
failures 

H2.1. The higher the level of 
perceived work-home 
interference, the higher the level 
of self-regulation failures. 
 
H2.2. Participation in the 7 
Habits training will neutralize 
the negative impact of work-life 
interference on individuals' self-
regulatory failures. 

Self regulation 
theories 
• Bolstering of 

self-regulative 
resources by 
making 
implementation 
intentions (Webb 
& Sheeran, 2002) 

• Engaging in 
autonomous self-
regulation 
(Moller, Deci, & 
Ryan, 2006),  

• Affirming core 
values 
(Schmeichel & 
Vohs, 2009)  

• Taking periods of 
rest (Muraven & 
Baumeister, 
2000) 

Cluster-randomized 
control trial within 
youth care 
organization (survey 
self-ratings) 

Youth care 
workers 
(N=454) 

For employees in the waiting-list 
control condition, work-home 
interference at the baseline 
assessment predicted an increase 
in self-regulatory failures at the 
post assessment (supporting 
Hypothesis 2.1.). This effect was 
neutralized for employees who 
attended the 7 Habits training 
(supporting Hypothesis 2.2.). 

 

  



 

 

Chapter Outcome Hypotheses Theory/ 
Mechanisms 

Design/ Data Sample Results 

3 Person-
organization 
fit 

H3.1. Employees who 
attended the 7 Habits training 
will experience lower PO-fit 
as compared to employees in 
the control condition. 
 
H3.2. Employees with higher 
POS are less susceptible to 
experiencing a lower PO-fit 
due to the 7 Habits training. 
 
H3.3. Employees with longer 
tenure are less susceptible to 
experiencing a lower PO-fit 
due to the 7 Habits training. 

Self-discrepancy 
theory (Higgins, 
1987) 
Strengthened ideal 
self under low and 
medium perceived 
organizational 
support and tenure  

Cluster-randomized 
control trial within 
youth care 
organization (survey 
self-ratings) 

Youth care 
workers 
(N=454) 

Six months after the training, 
employees who attended the 7 habits 
training experienced lower person-
organization fit (value congruence) 
compared to employees in the 
waiting-list control condition 
(supporting Hypothesis 3.1.). This 
effect disappeared under high levels 
of perceived organizational support as 
observed at baseline (supporting 
Hypothesis 3.2.) or high tenure 
(supporting Hypothesis 3.3.). 

4 Job 
satisfaction 

H4.1. Employees who 
participate in the 7 Habits 
training experience lower job 
satisfaction compared to 
employees in the waiting-list 
control condition. 

Self-discrepancy 
theory (Higgins, 
1987) 
Increased 
vulnerability towards 
dejected-related 
emotions trough 
strengthened ideal 
self  

Cluster-randomized 
control trial within 
youth care 
organization (survey 
self-ratings) 

Youth care 
workers 
(N=454) 

Employees who participated in the 7 
Habits training were less satisfied 
with their job content, their career 
opportunities and their job in general 
half a year after the training 
(supporting Hypothesis 4.1.). 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Chapter Outcome Hypotheses Theory/ 
Mechanisms 

Design/ Data Sample Results 

5 Innovative 
work 
behavior 
and work 
performance 

H5.1. Employees who 
participate in the 7 Habits 
training increase in their self-
rated innovative work 
behavior, as compared to a 
control condition. 
 
RQ5.1. Does participation in 
the 7 Habits training increase 
self-rated work performance, 
as compared to a control 
condition? 

Regulatory focus 
theory (Higgins, 
2000) 
Strengthened 
promotion-focus.  

Propensity matched 
field experiment in a 
school of vocational 
training; cluster-
randomized control 
trial within youth care 
organization (survey 
self-ratings) 

Teachers and 
administrative 
staff (N=162); 
youth care 
workers 
(N=454) 

In both organizations, participation 
in the 2-day personal growth 
training increased the engagement in 
self-rated innovative work behavior, 
both on the individual and team-
level (supporting Hypothesis 5.1.). 
However, we found no increases in 
self-rated measures of team or 
individual work performance 
(RQ5.1). 

6 Sick-leave 
taking 

H6.1. After the 
implementation of HR 
practices aimed at the 
reduction of absenteeism, 
employees decrease in their 
likelihood to go on sick-leave. 
 
H6.2. Employees who receive 
the 7 Habits training will be 
less likely to show a lower 
likelihood to call in sick after 
organizational efforts were 
implemented to reduce 
absenteeism, compared to 
employees how did not 
receive the training. 

Increased concern for 
one’s own health and 
perceived legitimacy 
towards calling in 
sick 

Cluster-randomized 
control trial within 
youth care 
organization 
(organizational sick-
leave records) 

Youth care 
workers 
(N=454) 

The 7 Habits training neutralized 
organizational efforts to reduce 
absenteeism. Whereas the likelihood 
to call in sick decreased for employees 
in the control condition (supporting 
Hypothesis 6.1.), it remained 
unchanged in the training condition 
(supporting Hypothesis 6.2.). 
For the period of five months after the 
training, individuals who attended the 
7 habits training had a 1.51 times 
higher likelihood to call in sick 
compared to employees in the 
waiting-list control condition. In this 
period, the median attendance spell 
until calling in sick was 121 days for 
employees who attended the training 
and 182 days for employees in the 
control condition. 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter Outcome Hypotheses Theory/ 
Mechanisms 

Design/ Data Sample Results 

7 Leadership 
behaviors 

H7.1. We expect that 
attendees’ in the training 
variant aimed at their own 
personal growth will show 
more frequent engagement in 
leadership behavior that is 
rooted in motives of self-
concern and hence show more 
autocratic or transactional 
leadership behaviors after 
attending the training.  
 
H7.2. We expect that 
attendees in the coaching 
condition will show more 
frequent engagement in 
leadership behavior that is 
rooted in motives of other-
concern and hence show more 
transformational leadership 
behaviors after attending the 
training. 

Increased self-
concern (general 
training variant); 
increased other 
concern (coaching 
training variant) 

Pre-post measurement 
design within school 
of vocational training 
(survey self- and peer-
ratings) 

47 Managers 
(peer-ratings 
from 514 
followers) 

Managers who attended the 7 Habits 
training increased in their follower-
rated autocratic and transactional 
leadership behaviors (supporting 
Hypothesis 7.1.). Managers who 
also attended the coaching (train-
the-trainer) variant after attending 
the general training variant of the 7 
Habits training increased in their 
follower-rated transformational 
leadership behaviors (supporting 
Hypothesis 7.2.). 
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1.7 Funding Structure 

This research project was funded partly by the University of Groningen (25%), the Stenden 

University of Applied Sciences in Leeuwarden (25%) and Franklin Covey (50%). Before the 

start of the research project, Franklin Covey agreed to not impose any restrictions on our 

research activities or the reporting of any results. Moreover, they agreed to provide relevant 

information on their products and training practices to facilitate our research activities.



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 
 

Can Personal Growth Trainings Buffer the  

Negative Effects of Work-Home Interferences on  

Self-Regulatory Failures?1 
 

  

                         

1 This chapter is co-authored with Rafael Wittek and Siegwart Lindenberg 
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Can Personal Growth Trainings Buffer the Negative Effects of 

Work-Home Interferences on Self-Regulatory Failures? 

 

 

 

Abstract 

In the current study, we investigate whether participation in a personal growth 

training (The 7 habits of highly effective people; Covey, 1989) can prevent the 

occurrence of self-regulatory failures resulting from the depletion of employees 

self-regulatory resources due to high work-home interferences. We expect that 

participation in the training leads to a bolstering of self-regulatory resources by 

encouraging participants to make implementation intentions (Webb & Sheeran, 

2002), engage in autonomous self-regulation (Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 2006), affirm 

their core values (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009) and to take  more periods of rest 

(Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Data were collected within a cluster-randomized 

controlled trial among 454 employees of 25 work teams in a youth care 

organization that implemented the 7 Habits training as an effort to improve the 

general effectiveness of their workforce. Results show that for employees in the 

waiting-list control condition, work-home interference at the baseline assessment 

predicted an increase in self-regulatory failures eight months later. This effect was 

neutralized for employees who participated in the personal growth training. 
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2.1 Introduction 

The capacity to self-regulate has widely been accepted as one of the most important 

human adaptations (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004) as it 

allows individuals to forgo immediate gratification of impulses in favor of long-term 

achievements (Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989). Conversely, the failure of self-regulation 

has been related to a number of maladaptive consequences. For example, previous research has 

linked self-regulatory failures to interpersonal conflicts, intellectual underachievement, 

overeating, and addictions (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). Acknowledging the negative 

consequences of self-regulatory failures, an important question is then: how can breakdowns in 

self-regulation be prevented? 

 Breakdowns in or low levels of self-regulation have previously been linked to “ego 

depletion” in which attention and motivation shift in a hedonic direction (Lindenberg 2013): 

increased motivation to act on impulse and more attention to gratification, decreased motivation 

to exert control and decreased attention cues that signal lack of goal achievement (Inzlicht and 

Schmeichel 2012). In the absence of sufficient support for the motivation to exert control, ego 

depletion occurs after executing tasks that are experienced as demanding and effortful. These 

depleting efforts can be of various kinds, such as the regulation of emotions (Tice, Bratslavsky & 

Baumeister, 2001), concentration during cognitively demanding tasks (Schmeichel, Baumeister, 

& Vohs, 2003), dealing with inconsistent information (Baumeister, Vohs & Tice, 2007) or 

processing the experience of social exclusion (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge, 2005). 

In short, they involve challenging activities that demand the willpower and attention of an 

individual. Previous research identified several factors that support the motivation to exert 

control and thus counteract ego depletion, such as forming implementation intentions (Webb & 

Sheeran, 2002), engaging in autonomous self-regulation (Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 2006), affirming 

core values (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009) or taking periods of rest (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 

In the current study, we focus on the prevention of self-regulatory failures that result from 

demands in working life. Though many aspects of working life can draw on employees’ self-

regulatory resources, one important facet that can be applied to almost every group of employees 

is the difficulty in combining demands at work and home (Jones et al., 2013). We expect that 

interferences between work and home depict a major burden which makes a continuous demand 

on self-regulatory resources and which will translate, over time, into an increase in individuals’ 

self-regulatory failures in daily life. 

Acknowledging the positive consequences of strong self-regulatory abilities, it is not 

surprising that training programs have been created that aim at improving the overall functioning 
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of individuals. These programs often focus on improvements of time management skills or the 

overall improvement of personal effectiveness. However, even though these programs are widely 

applied, they are often neither built systematically on scientific research findings nor backed up 

by evidence obtained through controlled studies (Salerno, 2005). In the current study, we 

investigate whether a personal growth training that aims at promoting general effectiveness of 

individuals is able to counteract ego depletion and thereby prevent self-regulatory failures as a 

result of conflicting demands at work and home.  

To investigate our research question, we focus on one specific personal growth training, 

“The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People”, which is based on a book written by Stephen R. 

Covey (1989). The book has been translated into 38 languages, sold more than 25 million times 

and Franklin Covey, the company that owns the rights of the book and training, has offices in 

147 countries. We focus on this training in particular as it is often applied within organizations 

but lacks scientific evidence on its outcomes or mechanisms. We test the extent to which the 

negative impact of difficulties in combining demands at work and at home on the general self-

regulatory capacity of individuals can be reduced by attendance at the 7 Habits training. 

 For the present study, we conducted a cluster-randomized controlled trial among 450 

employees of 25 work units in a youth care organization that implemented the 7 Habits training 

as an effort to improve the general effectiveness of their workforce.  

2.1.1 Work-Home Interference and Ego Depletion 

 Combining different and potentially conflicting life-roles (e.g., employee, friend, spouse, 

or parent) can be difficult as they draw on the same scarce resources of time and inner energy. As 

a result, previous research defined the conflict between work and home as ‘a form of inter-role 

conflict in which role pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible in 

some respect’ (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985, p. 77). It is this incompatibility in roles which we 

expect to result in a continuous demand on individuals' self-resources which will turn into 

accumulated consequences of ego-depletion that an individual experiences. Supporting this 

expectation, research emphasized both the effects of work home interference on stress (for a 

review see Eby et al., 2005), and the negative aftereffects of prolonged periods of stress on the 

self-regulatory capacity of individuals (for a review see Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 

Especially the inhibition of wandering thoughts (Wegner & Pennebaker, 1993), which might 

result from different life-roles that demand attention, or the inhibition or altering of negative 

emotions and arousal (Hancock & Warm, 1989), which might result from negative spillovers of 

conflicts between roles and contexts, have been emphasized. As a consequence, we hypothesize 
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that the higher the level of perceived work-home interference, the higher the level of self-

regulation failures (Hypothesis 2.1).  

In the next section, we will first introduce the ‘7 Habits of Highly Effective People`, the 

personal growth training which we investigate. We will then derive hypotheses on the possible 

effects of this training on the prevention of ego depletion and self-regulatory failures. 

2.1.2 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

 The program “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s ends and sustaining the means that enable their 

achievement  (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’). 

 The 7 Habits present a model (‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are 

expected to increase in their personal effectiveness once they move from a state of being 

dependent from others to being independent from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being 

interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first three habits focus on increasing personal control 

and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by determining personal passions, values and goals 

(Habit 2: “Begin with the end in mind.”) and by engaging in time management to prioritize daily 

activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first things first”). The first three habits are referred to 

as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to six, individuals are supposed to learn to build 

mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think win-win”), engage in empathic listening 

(Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be understood”) and seek creative cooperation within 

their social contexts (Habit 6: “Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public 

Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen the saw”) is presented as a necessity for both general 

effectiveness and the ability to progress on all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of 

physical, mental, social and spiritual needs and by continuously striving for personal growth. 

2.1.3 The 7 Habits Training and the Prevention of Ego Depletion 

 We propose that components of the 7 Habits training might temper ego depletion, and 

result in a lower occurrence of self-regulatory failures in daily life. More specifically, we will 

focus on three factors that according to the self-regulation literature prevent the depletion of self-

resources or their restoration: core value affirmations (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009), autonomous 

self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2008), implementation intentions (Gollwitzer, 1999), and taking 

periods of rest (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 

 Core value affirmations are a subtype of self-affirmations. They refer to behavioral or 
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cognitive events reinforcing the “perceived integrity of the self, its overall adaptive and moral 

adequacy” (Steele, 1988, p. 291). A study by Schmeichel & Vohs (2009) showed that the act of 

affirming personal core values can temporarily improve self-regulation under conditions under 

which self-regulation would normally fail. As far as the 7 Habits training is concerned, it is 

notable that one of its key components is based on introspective exercises that encourage trainees 

to engage in value affirming activities (Habit 2: Begin With the End in Mind). Based on these 

activities, trainees are expected to compile a Personal Mission Statement, which is an expression 

of what is important to them in life. By encouraging trainees to regularly refer to their personal 

mission statement when making decisions, their values are continuously re-affirmed. We expect 

that these regular affirmations of personal values can have repetitive temporarily neutralizing 

effects on ego depletion which, over time, accumulate to diminish the occurrence of self-

regulatory failures. 

Autonomous self-regulation as compared to controlled self-regulation has been shown to 

make smaller demands on self-resources, leading to less ego-depletion (Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 

2006; Muraven, Gagne, & Rosman, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2008). Whereas autonomous self-

regulation is initiated by the individual him or herself and geared towards intrinsically 

motivating goals, controlled self-regulation is externally initiated and geared towards extrinsic 

goals. We propose that the 7 Habits training is encouraging autonomous self-regulation by (1) 

stressing that individuals have the ability to act autonomously, (2) by helping individuals to 

discover their intrinsically motivating goals and (3) by gearing their behavior towards those 

goals. The following three modules of the training address these domains. First, trainees are 

encouraged to acknowledge their personal autonomy and agency (Habit 1: Be Proactive). In the 

same module, trainees are instructed to predominantly focus on those aspects on their life they 

can autonomously control (Circle of Influence) instead of focusing to much on those parts of 

their life in which they will experience control-losses (Circle of Concern). Second, as a result of 

exploring their personal core values (Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind), trainees get 

opportunities to discover what is intrinsically motivating for them. Third, they are encouraged to 

pursue goals that are aligned with their intrinsic motivations (Habit 3: Putting First Things First). 

We expect that engagement in modes of autonomous self-regulation due to the training will 

reduce the general demand on individual self-resources, which will decrease the likelihood of 

self-regulatory failures to occur in daily life. 

Implementation intentions are derived from goal intentions. They specify a situation in 

which a certain activity is intended to be performed (e.g. “If situation A arrives, I will engage in 

activity B”). Multiple studies found that implementation intentions improved goal achievement 
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over and above the sole formation of goal intentions, which have the nature of “I intend to 

achieve goal C” (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006; Webb & Sheeran, 2004). Previous research further 

suggested that by forming implementation intentions, ongoing behavioral control is supported by 

predetermined environmental cues that trigger individuals to engage in pre-planned actions, 

thereby demanding less cognitive control (Gollwitzer, 1999) and thus preventing or diminishing  

ego depletion (Webb and Sheeran, 2002). Once trainees in the 7 Habits training have finished 

writing their personal mission statement, they are encouraged to re-evaluate their different roles 

and activities in life with the goal of aligning them with their core values (Habit 3: Put First 

Things First). To do this, a set of time management practices is introduced. We argue that time 

management practices stimulate cognitive processes that are comparable to the processes 

activated when engaging in the formation of implementation intentions, as both lead to concrete 

behavioral plans to be executed in specific situations (i.e., time, date, and place). As a result, we 

expect that the engagement in time management practices might, similar to implementation 

intentions, reduce cognitive demands that would have previously been invested in internal 

behavioral control. As a result, more self-resources are left to avoid self-regulatory failures. 

 Taking periods of rests is commonly seen as the major way to replenish self-regulatory 

resources (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). According to the strength model of self-control, self-

regulatory capacity is like a muscle that becomes tired through extensive use and recovers after 

periods of rest (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). The 7 Habits training encourages a focus on 

individuals' general well-being, as the program argues that personal effectiveness is grounded in 

the fulfillment of spiritual, social, physical and mental needs. The program broadly refers to this 

as Sharpening the Saw. We expect that trainees, who might engage in more periods of rest as an 

effort to improve their general well-being, will have more opportunities to replenish their self-

resources whereby being less susceptible for failures in self-regulation. 

 To summarize, we argue that the 7 Habits training includes different components that 

relate to cognitive mechanisms, which have previously been shown to counteract or restore ego 

depletion. Extending Hypothesis 2.1, according to which high levels of work-life interference are 

a major source of ego depletion, we expect that participation in the 7 Habits training will 

neutralize the negative impact of work-life interference on individuals' self-regulatory failures 

(Hypothesis 2.2). 

2.2 Method 

2.2.1 Setting and Procedure 

The current study was conducted in a Dutch youth care organization with a total work-
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force of approximately 650 employees. This non-profit organization is subsidized by the Dutch 

government and operates on 20 sites across the Netherlands. The organization’s main mission is 

to provide care and treatment to children and adolescents with psychosocial, psychological or 

behavioral problems. Often, these problems are related to difficult family situations. 

Consequently, this organization adopts a system approach and draws on a wide set of different 

treatment methods to be able to respond to different problem situations. Their treatments are 

clustered into day-care centers (treatments offered on-site), ambulant care (clients come to the 

organization’s offices for regular support and guidance), and 24-hour care (children or 

adolescents who temporarily need to leave their homes due to, for example, family problems 

move into one of the treatment locations and receive 24 hour guidance and care). Moreover, the 

foster care departments deal with matching children or adolescents with foster families and 

support their further development. Embedded in cooperative relationships with colleagues, the 

two major work tasks consist of (1) interactions with clients and the provision of care and 

treatments and (2) administrative tasks such as writing treatment reports. In general, the 

organization can be considered as a non-competitive environment with a flat hierarchical 

structure. The majority of the workforce consists of female part-time employees who have a 

higher education in pedagogical studies. 

Our data collection took place between September 2011 and November 2013. Within this 

time-frame, each department entered an individual research and training cycle. During each 

cycle, we used surveys which we administered one month before the training (T1; baseline 

assessment) and six months after the training (T2; follow-up assessment). Participants in the 

control condition who worked in departments of comparable type received their assessments at 

comparable points in time. The implementation started with day-care centers, followed by 

ambulant and foster care departments and was finalized with the 24-our care departments. All 

surveys were paper-based and were either distributed by postal mail to participants’ home 

addresses or distributed at their work place. Up to three weeks after distribution of each survey, 

weekly reminder letters were sent by post to participants’ home addresses or their organizational 

e-mail addresses. 

2.2.2 Sample 

Our sample consisted of 454 youth care workers, clustered in 25 departments (87% 

female; age: M = 39.59, SD = 10.48; tenure: M = 9.72, SD = 7.70; working hours per week: M = 

26.92, SD = 7.87). On average, work units had a size of 17.56 (SD = 13.15) employees. In total, 

333 employees (73%) participated at our baseline assessment. Of those, 175 employees (53%) 
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also participated at our follow-up assessment. Each department can be seen as an autonomous 

working unit that either works within an own office space in the same building (ambulant and 

home-care) or in an own treatment location spread across the Netherlands (daycare and 24 hours 

care). As a result, cooperation between departments is limited which minimizes spillover-effects 

between experimental and control condition. 

2.2.3 Nonresponse and Attrition Analysis 

We performed a nonresponse analysis for our baseline assessment (T1) by regressing 

employees’ response on the baseline assessment (1=response; 0=nonresponse) on their age, 

tenure and gender. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that older employees 

were more likely to participate at the baseline assessment (b = 0.04, p < .01; 40.57 vs. 35.98). To 

assess the extent to which participants selectively stopped participating after the first assessment, 

we regressed employees’ attrition after the baseline assessment (1=attrition; 0=non-attrition) on 

their age, tenure, gender and the pre-scores of their Work-Life Interference and Self-Regulatory 

Failures. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that younger respondents were 

more likely to drop out (b = -0.04; p < .01; 42.19 vs. 38.79). 

Our nonresponse and attrition analysis suggests that older employees were more likely to 

respond at the baseline assessment and less likely to drop out thereafter. Consequently, our 

results slightly over-represent older employees of our initial sample. There was no evidence 

found of selective attrition depending on pre-scores of Work-Life Interference and Self-

Regulatory Failures. 

2.2.4 Randomization Procedure 

We randomized all departments into a training and control (waiting-list) condition. As we 

wanted to avoid any spillover-effects between training and control condition, we planned our 

experiment in a way that managers exclusively supervised either departments in the experimental 

condition or departments in the control condition. As a result, we had to allocate departments to 

either experimental or control condition depending on their respective manager. Before our 

baseline assessments took place, the 25 departments were led by 15 managers. On average, each 

manager led three departments (SD = 1.07). To assure that department types, regions where 

departments were located and number of employees were equally distributed across training and 

control condition, we applied randomization by minimization to balance our two conditions on 

these criteria. In total, this led to15 departments in the experimental condition and 10 

departments in the control condition. During the course of the field experiment, two departments 

in the control condition accidentally received the training due to a scheduling mistake (two 24 
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hours-care departments). To compensate for potential reductions in sample size in the control 

condition, two departments that did not yet receive their baseline assessment and that matched in 

type and size were put on the waiting-list and moved to the control condition. Due to 

administrative necessities, employees knew in which condition they were before filling in their 

baseline questionnaires. This was not avoidable as training sessions had to be planned before we 

could assess our baseline questionnaires, to give the organization enough time to fit the trainings 

in employees’ working schedules and to arrange replacements for their absences due to the 

training. 

2.2.5 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, successful randomization that leads to 

comparable conditions is essential. To assess the internal validity of our randomization and 

experimental design we test, first, to what extent training and control condition differ at baseline 

(T1), and second, to what extent drop-out at the follow-up assessment (T2) led to unbalanced 

training and control conditions.  

At baseline, our data shows that the randomization led to comparable conditions. We 

found no significant differences concerning age, tenure, type of employment contract, gender, 

work-life interference and self-regulatory failures (Table 2.1).  

 

Table 2.1 

Comparisons between Experimental and Waiting-List Control Condition at Baseline (T1) 

Training Condition Control Condition 
  M SD   M SD 
Age 39.26 10.87 40.11 10.80 
Tenure 9.54 7.76 10.02 7.63 

Gender (1=female) 86% 89% 

Contract Type 

   Hourly 6.3% 4.2% 
   Intern (temporary) 2.2% 3.0% 
   Temporary 8.5% 6.0% 
   Permanent 83.0% 86.7% 

Work-Life Interference (T1) 0.52 0.37 0.58 0.40 
Self-Regulatory Failures  (T1) 4.86 0.78   4.81 0.65 
Note. None of the differences between both conditions at baseline reached significance. 
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Of those participants who participated at the baseline assessment (T1), 53% also 

participated at the follow-up assessment (T2). Further analysis is needed to test whether the 

integrity of our experimental design remains after drop-out after the baseline assessment (T1). 

We tested whether a potential selective nonresponse at the follow-up measurement (T2) led to 

unbalanced training and control conditions concerning baseline scores. Examining differences 

between training and control condition among those employees who also participated at the 

follow-up measurement (T2), we found no significant differences with respect to age, tenure, 

gender, type of employment contract, working hours per week, work-life interference and self-

regulatory failures at baseline (T1). We conclude that the integrity of the experimental design 

remained from the baseline assessment (T1) to the follow-up assessment (T2). 

2.2.6 Training, Training Schedule and Analysis of Non-Participation 

 Trainings were given by two of three senior employees of the youth care organization 

who were trained and licensed by Franklin Covey Netherland to give the 7 Habits training. Two 

of the trainers held management positions prior to their role as intra-organizational 7 Habits 

trainer, the third trainer combined the trainer role with the function of a coach who is supporting 

employees with work related problems. 

 The 7 Habit trainings were given in a two-day workshop, with a two-week time interval 

between the two training days. Almost all trainings were given outside of employees' everyday 

working environment in a training space which the organization specifically created for in-house 

trainings. In general, employees of the same department participated in trainings together as one 

group. When training capacities allowed, additional training days were scheduled for employees 

who missed parts of the training. The organization used official training materials that were 

customized in their design to be consistent with the corporate color scheme. Moreover, some of 

the exercises were adapted to include real-life examples of the organization’s common work 

practice. None of these adaptations altered any of the core aspects of the training and the usual 

training protocol was followed. 

The trainings that are relevant for the present study were implemented in 2011 and 2012. 

Due to limited training capacities, trainings were provided throughout the year. The planning of 

the trainings did not follow any systematic pattern and can be considered random. Participants in 

the control condition were informed that they will receive the training at a later time point and 

were placed on a waiting list. In this organization, employee training and development is a 

standard part of the usual organizational working life. As a result, we do not expect employees in 

the experimental condition to feel that they received any preferred treatment or that simply 
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attending “a training” had a strong impact on them. Moreover, it was clearly communicated to 

employees that training allocation depended on chance. At the post-assessment, we asked 

employees to rate their attitude concerning the training content (1: very negative to 5: very 

positive; M = 4.07, SD = 0.52). From all employees who attended the training and responded to 

our questionnaire at T2, 89.90% evaluated the training content positive or very positive, 10.10% 

neutral and no one negatively. 

Due to a tight scheduling of some of the trainings for the control condition and some late 

responses, 8.6% of the employees in the control condition who filled in the follow-up 

questionnaire already finished the first of their two training-days. On average, those employees 

filled in the follow-up questionnaire 3.83 days after they attended the first half of their training 

(SD = 2.99).  

In addition and due to various reasons like scheduling difficulties or absences, some employees 

in the experimental condition could not attend the training before the follow-up assessment (T2) 

took place. In total, 73% of all employees in the experimental condition finished their training 

before the follow-up assessment took place. For those employees in the experimental condition 

who filled in the follow-up questionnaire (T2), we tested for selection effects on non-

participation at the training by regressing non-participation (1=training completed; 0=training 

uncompleted) on their age, tenure, gender and their pre-scores of Work-Home Interference and 

Self-Regulatory Failures. Logistic regression with backward elimination indicated a marginally 

significant effect of Work-Home Interference (b = -0.65; p = 0.09). We conclude that whether or 

not employees finished their training until the follow-up assessment did not depend on their age, 

tenure, gender or their pre-scores of Self-Regulatory Failures. However, a marginally effect 

suggests that employees who experienced higher work-home interference at the baseline 

assessment (T1) were less likely to finish their training before the follow-up assessment took 

place. To ensure that a potential selection bias from actual training completion does not impair 

the validity of our experimental design, we used complete randomized experimental and control 

groups to conduct our analyses (intention-to-treat analysis; Cook and Campbell, 1979). 

2.2.7 Measurements 

 Self-regulatory failures were assessed at both time points by using the 13-item Brief Self-

Control Scale developed by Tangey, Baumeister, and Boone (2004). Sample items are 

“Sometimes I can't stop myself from doing something, even if I know it is wrong.” or “I say 

inappropriate things”. Items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to 

“Strongly agree”. Where necessary, items were inverted so that high scores indicate high levels 
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of self-regulatory failures. The reliability of the scales were α =.75 at T1 and α =.79 at T2.  

 Work-home interference was assessed by using a scale on interferences which is well-

validated in the Dutch context (SWING: Survey Work-home Interaction – NijmeGen; Geurts et 

al., 2005). A sample item from the 8-item work-home interference scale is “How often does it 

happen that your work obligations make it difficult for you to feel relaxed at home?”. All items 

were rated on a 4-point scale with the scale points “0: Never”, “1: Sometimes”, “2: Often” and 

“3: Always”. The reliability of the work-home interference scale was α =.80 at T1 and α =.83 at 

T2. 

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables can be found in Table 2.2. 

Inspection of mean-values of self-regulatory failures indicates at least two things. First, on 

average, employees scored below scale-point average at T1 (M = 3.16, SD = 0.73) and T2 (M = 

3.13, SD = 0.93). Secondly, even though a small decrease is perceived on average, employees 

seem not to change strongly in their ratings, neither in the experimental condition (3.14 vs. 3.13), 

nor in the control condition (3.19 vs. 3.13). In line with our first hypothesis, work-home 

interference at T1 positively predicted self-regulatory failures at T2 (r(172) = 0.33, p < .01). 

Moreover and supporting the notion of accumulating effects of conflicting work-home demands 

on the self-regulatory capacity of individuals, the effect of work-home interference at T1 on self-

regulatory failures was stronger at T2 compared to T1 (r = 0.33 vs. r = 0.23). On average, no 

differences were found between the experimental and control condition for self-regulatory 

failures or work-home interference at any time point. 



 

 

Table 2.2 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations among Study Variables 
    1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 
1. Intervention (0=control, 1=training) ― 
2. Age -0.04 ― 
3. Gender (1=female) -0.05 -0.20** ― 
4. Work-Life Interference (T1) -0.08 0.00 0.07 (0.8) 
5. Work-Life Interference (T2) 0.01 -0.03 -0.05 0.64** (0.83) 
6. Self-Regulatory Failures (T1) -0.03 -0.04 -0.09 0.23** 0.29** (0.75) 
7. Self-Regulatory Failures (T2) 0.00 -0.04 -0.08 0.33** 0.32** 0.73** (0.79) 

M 39.59 0.87 0.54 0.49 3.16 3.13 
SD 10.84 0.33 0.38 0.39 0.73 0.77 
M (experimental group) 39.26 0.86 0.52 0.49 3.14 3.13 
SD (experimental group) 10.87 0.35 0.37 0.43 0.78 0.79 
M (control group) 40.12 0.89 0.58 0.48 3.19 3.13 
SD (control group)   10.80 0.31 0.40 0.34 0.65 0.75 
Note. N = 172 - 445.Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures. Two-tailed tests. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01 
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2.3.2 Hypotheses Testing 

 Variance component analysis showed that less than 1% of the variance of self-regulatory 

failures at the post-assessment was explained on the work unit level. As accounting for the 

nested structure of employees being nested in departments did not explain any additional 

significant variance in the dependent variable, we performed non-nested linear regression 

analysis. Effect of the training on the relationship between work-home interference at T1 and 

self-regulatory failures at T2 was studied with a linear regression model (Table 2.3, model 1c). 

We controlled for self-regulatory failures at T1 (b = 0.72, p < .01).  

 Inspection of main-effects shows that the training had no direct effect on self-regulatory 

failures at the post-assessment (b = 0.01, p = n.s.). Consequently, the training did not seem to 

impact the general experience of self-regulatory failures. To test our hypotheses, we need to 

inspect the main-effect of work-home interference on self-regulatory failure and its interaction 

with the training effect. In line with hypothesis 2.1, employees in the control condition who 

experienced more work-home interference at baseline experienced more self-regulatory failures 

six months later (b = 0.68, p < .01). In line with hypothesis 2.2, the training effect moderates the 

effect of work-home interference (T1) on self-regulatory failures (T2) in the expected direction 

(b = -0.58, p < .05). Simple slopes analysis showed that for employees in the training condition 

(Intervention = 1), work-home interference at baseline had no significant relationship with self-

regulatory failures at T2 (b = 0.10, p = 0.48). We conclude that work-home interference at 

baseline predicts self-regulatory failures six months later for the control condition, but not for the 

training condition. 



 

 

Table 2.3 
Multiple Regression Model of the Effect of the 7 Habits Training on Work-Home Interference (T2) and on the Relationship Between Work-Home 
Interference (T1) and Self-Regulatory Failures (T2) 

Self-Regulatory Failures 
(T2)  

Work-Home Interference 
(T2) 

 Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 2 
Variable B SE ß B SE ß B SE ß B SE ß 
Intercept 3.14** 0.07  3.12** 0.07  3.11** 0.07  0.42 0.04  
Intervention (0=control; 1=training) -0.02 .08 -0.02 -0.01 0.08 -0.01 0.01 0.08 0.01 0.06 0.05 0.07 
SRF (T1) 0.73** 0.05 0.73** 0.69** 0.05 0.69** 0.72** 0.05 0.72**    
WHI (T1)    0.32** 0.11 0.15** 0.68** 0.18 0.33** 0.69** 0.06 0.64** 
Intervention × WHI (T1)       -0.58* 0.23 -0.23*    

            
F 94.93**   68.59**   54.76**   58.90**   

R2
 0.53   0.55   0.57   0.41   

ΔR2    0.02**   0.02*      
Note. N = 171. Intervention effects are in bold. All continuous independent variables are centered. 
WHI=Work Home Interference, SRF=Self-Regulatory Failures. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01 
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2.3.3 Training Effects on Work-Home Interference: Exploratory Analysis 

 In an exploratory nature, we tested whether employees in the experimental condition 

experienced less work-home interference at T2 compared to employees in the control condition 

(see Table 2.3). We regressed employees’ work home-interference at T2 on the condition 

employees were in (0=waiting-list control condition, 1=training condition). Moreover, we 

controlled for work-home interference at T1. Employees in the experimental condition did not 

differ in work-home interference at T2, as compared to employees in the waiting-list control 

condition (b = 0.06, p = n.s.). We conclude that the training had no direct impact on the 

experience of work-home interferences six months after the training. 

2.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

This study addressed the question whether personal growth trainings can improve the 

self-regulatory capacity of employees who experience high levels of work-home interference. 

More specifically, we focused on the 7 Habits training by Covey (1989), which was implemented 

in a Dutch youth-care organization with the goal of investing in general personal growths of the 

organization’s employees. Training effects were evaluated within a cluster-randomized control 

trial. For employees who did not take the training, we found a significant relationship between 

work-home interference (baseline) and self-regulatory failures (six months after the training). We 

did not find this relationship for employees who attended a two-day training in the 7 Habits. 

Despite the strengths of our study of using a randomized field design and the associated 

high ecological validity of our findings, we have to address some weaknesses. In interpreting 

these findings, we have to acknowledge that the impact of work-home interference on self-

regulatory failures is based on observed longitudinal data as the manipulation of both factors 

would not only be impractical but also unethical. As temporal priority is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for causal reasoning, any speculations on the causal direction of this effect 

have to be made with caution. However, as we were able to randomize training-participation 

across work units, we can draw causal inferences from our training effect on the strength of the 

predictions from work-home interference on changes in self-regulatory failures. Another 

limitation is that ego depletion was not measured directly. Consequently, we cannot say for sure 

whether our effects were actually driven by mechanisms of resource depletion. 

Despite these limitations, our findings have several implications for both research and 

practice. First, our findings suggest that the two-day 7 Habits training was able to neutralize the 

effect of work-home interferences on self-regulatory failures. Even though replication with 
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diverse samples and different measures of work demands is needed, our results provide initial 

evidence for personal growth trainings like the 7 Habits being able to bolster individuals’ self-

regulatory ability to deal with adverse impacts of workplace demands. Second, a noteworthy 

result is that work-home interference itself did not decrease - neither in the training condition, 

nor in the waiting-list control condition. Hence, though the effect of work-home interference on 

self-regulatory failures was neutralized for those who attended the training, the training does not 

decrease or neutralize the levels of perceived work-home interference. However, as taking away 

the structural sources of work-home interference is often more difficult and possibly even 

outside the reach of individual employees, improvements in coping with its consequences as a 

result of the training can be considered valuable in itself. Third, our findings raise the question 

whether the absence of an effect between work-home interference on self-regulatory failures in 

the training condition is driven by a more effective handling of concrete situations that are 

specific for conflicting demands between work and home or whether the effect is due to a 

general boost in availability of self-resources that can be utilized in more general ways. Future 

research is necessary to investigate this question more closely.  

In sum, our research provided first evidence for personal growth trainings like the 7 

Habits being able to bolster the adverse effects of work-home interferences on self-regulatory 

failures. Additional research is needed to determine the degree to which these findings can be 

generalized to different samples and different types of work demands. 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 
 

Do I Still Fit in?  

Personal Growth Trainings and  

Person-Organization Fit2

                         

2

 This chapter is co-authored with Rafael Wittek and Siegwart Lindenberg 



 

 



Chapter 3 
 

41 

Do I Still Fit in? Personal Growth Trainings and 

Person-Organization Fit 

 

 

 

Abstract 

In the current study, we investigate the effect of employees’ participation in a 

personal growth training (The 7 habits of highly effective people; Covey, 1989) on 

their subjective judgment of person-organization (P-O) fit in their current 

organization (Cable & Parson, 2001; Piasentin & Chapman, 2006). Personal 

growth trainings help individuals to discover their hopes and aspirations, which 

may or may not be in line with organizational duties and obligations. Building on 

self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we propose that the strong focus on 

individuals’ ideal selves rather than ought selves during this type of training leads 

to lower subjective P-O fit, and that long tenure and high levels of perceived 

organizational support can counteract this effect. Hypotheses were tested with a 

cluster-randomized controlled trial among 454 employees distributed over 25 

work teams in a youth care organization. Six months after the training, employees 

who participated in the training experienced lower subjective P-O fit (value 

congruence) than employees in the waiting-list control condition. This effect was 

not present for employees with a long tenure or for those who perceived high 

levels of organizational support at the baseline assessment. 
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3.1 Introduction 

A large and growing body of literature has investigated the importance of congruence 

between personal and organizational values (Chatman, 1989; Edwards & Cable, 2009; Kristoff, 

2006). It has been suggested that congruence between personal and organizational values 

benefits organizations by positively influencing employees’ intention to stay, their organizational 

commitment, job satisfaction, and work performance (Bretz & Judge, 1994; Hoffman & Woehr, 

2006; Verquer, Beehr, & Wagner, 2003). At the same time, organizations often use personal 

growth trainings to develop their workforce (Conger, 1993; Liu, 2002). Do these trainings 

contribute to employees’ fit between personal and organizational values or does it possibly have 

an adverse effect by strengthening the focus on personal values? 

 In the current study, we investigate under which conditions employees’ participation in a 

personal growth training has adverse effects on employees’ perceptions of person-organization fit 

(PO-fit), their subjective judgment of “fitting in” at their current organization (Cable & Parson, 

2001; Piasentin & Chapman, 2006). Personal growth trainings help individuals to discover their 

hopes and aspirations, which may or may not be in line with organizational duties and 

obligations. Building on self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we propose that the strong 

focus on increasing self-knowledge and self-awareness can lead to potentially undesirable 

consequences in terms of person-organization fit. As personal hopes and aspirations become 

more accessible, we expect employees’ potential discrepancy between who they currently are 

(their personal values) and who they should be (their organization’s values) to become less 

salient. At the same time, we expect the potential discrepancy between who they currently are 

and who they desire to be (a state of optimal alignment of their lives with their hopes and 

aspirations) to become more salient. We further argue that long tenure and high levels of 

perceived organizational support (POS) can counteract these consequences. 

In this study we focus on one prominent personal growth training in particular: “The 7 

Habits of Highly Effective People” based on a book written by Stephen R. Covey (1989). Today, 

this book is translated into 38 languages, sold more than 25 million times and Franklin Covey, 

the company that owns the rights of the book and training, has offices in 147 countries. We chose 

this training in particular as it comprises the common features of personal growth trainings and is 

often applied within organizational settings. Despite its popularity, this training is neither 

systematically based on scientific research findings nor is it backed up by scientific evidence 

from controlled studies (Norcross et al., 2005). We test our hypothesis with a cluster-randomized 

controlled trial among 454 employees distributed over 25 work units in a youth care organization 

that implemented the 7 Habits training as an effort to improve the general effectiveness of their 
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workforce. PO-fit was assessed one month before and again six months after the training has 

been completed. POS and tenure were assessed one month before the training. In the following 

section, we will introduce the 7 Habits in more detail, after which we will draw on self-

discrepancy theory to develop our hypotheses. 

3.1.1 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

 The program “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s goals and taking care of the means that help in 

achieving them (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’).The 7 Habits present a model 

(‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are expected to increase in their personal 

effectiveness once they move from a state of being dependent on others to being independent 

from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first 

three habits focus on increasing personal control and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by 

determining personal passions, values and goals (Habit 2: “Begin with the end in mind.”) and by 

engaging in time management to prioritize daily activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first 

things first”). The first three habits are referred to as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to 

six, individuals are supposed to learn to build mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think 

win-win”), engage in empathic listening (Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood”) and strive for creative cooperation within their social context (Habit 6: 

“Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen 

the saw”) is presented as a necessity for both general effectiveness and the ability to progress on 

all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of physical, mental, social and spiritual needs and 

by continuously striving for personal growth. 

3.1.2 Self-Discrepancy Theory: Ideal Versus Ought Self 

Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) allows us to formulate hypotheses about 

situations in which tensions exist between personal and organizational values by distinguishing 

between two basic standards towards which the actual self, an individual’s current working self-

concept, can be drawn: the ideal self or the ought self. We chose this theory in particular as it 

explicitly deals with potential conflicts between different self-presentations which individuals 

have to resolve when engaging in self-exploratory exercises that constitute a dominant part of 

personal growth trainings. Those tensions can exist between the ideal self, which represents 

those aspects of the self that an individual desires to be (the hopes and aspirations), and the ought 
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self, which represents those aspects of the self that an individual thinks he or she should be (the 

duties and obligations). Depending on the salience of each of the two standards, individuals will 

experience one of two different discrepancies. One possible discrepancy exists between the 

actual self and their ideal self (pointing towards a misalignment between hopes and aspirations 

and their current state).  Another possible discrepancy exists between the actual self and the 

ought self (pointing towards misalignment between duties and obligations and their current 

state). Building on this distinction, we consider employees’ perceived person-organization fit as 

their subjective judgment of the alignment between their actual self, being represented by current 

personal values, and their ought selves, being represented by current organizational values. In 

line with other classic theories on discrepancy reduction (e.g., Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958; 

Lecky, 1945), self-discrepancy theory proposes that perceived discrepancies cause undesirable 

affective states which individuals seek to reduce by either leaving the respective situation that 

causes the discrepancy (in this case the organization) or by adapting their actual self to the 

situation (in this case towards the organizational values). As leaving the situation is commonly 

associated with considerable costs (e.g., financial consequences, risk of unemployment), 

adapting the actual self to the situation is most often the option which demands least effort and 

which is associated with least severe consequences. 

3.1.3 Discrepancies between Ideal and Ought Self after Organizational Entry 

Attraction and selection processes during organizational entry and attrition processes 

during organizational tenure have been identified as possible explanations for how a match 

between personal and organizational values among the workforce is likely to be achieved within 

organizations. According to Schneider’s (1987) attraction-selection-attrition model, individuals 

are attracted to organizations whose values are similar to their own (attraction; e.g., Cable & 

Judge, 1997; Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005; Rynes & Gerhart, 1990). 

Organizations, in turn, select employees who are perceived as fitting into the organization’s 

value system (selection; e.g., Cable & Judge, 1995). Once employed, those employees who 

discover that the characteristics of the organization or their job do not match their own values 

will form an intention to leave and potentially exit the organization (attrition; e.g., Hoffman & 

Woehr, 2005; Verquer et al., 2002). However, as it is unlikely that employees and employers base 

their decisions solely on congruence in terms of personal and organizational values (cf., Judge & 

Cable, 1997) it is unlikely that selection mechanisms at organizational entry result in an optimal 

congruence between ideal and ought selves, or in other words, in a perfect match between 

personal hopes and aspirations and organizational duties and obligations. 
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3.1.4 Organizational Socialization and the Salience of the Ought Self 

After organizational entry, organizational newcomers enter a phase of socialization to 

improve the fit between them and the organization (Bauer, Bodner, & Tucker, 2007; Van Maanen 

& Schein, 1977). The goal of this phase is not only the development of necessary work skills and 

abilities or the acquisitions of appropriate work roles, but also the exposure to organizational 

values and norms and the encouragement to follow and, ideally internalize them (Feldman, 

1981). During this time, both formal and informal organizational practices can be expected to 

stress the importance of organizational duties and obligations (Johns, 1986), encouraging an 

adjustment of the actual self towards the ought self. Empirical evidence indeed shows that 

socialization efforts of the organization (Cable & Parsons, 2001) lead to improved PO-fit of 

organizational newcomers during their first year of employment (Cooman et al., 2009). At the 

same time, it illustrates that PO-fit is not a stable characteristic of employees but can be 

influenced by changes due to organizational intervention. In the next section, we argue that 

personal growth trainings might shift individuals from a focus on their ought-selves towards a 

focus on their ideal-selves, thereby negatively influencing their perceived PO-fit. 

3.1.5 Personal Growth Trainings and the Quest for the Ideal Self 

 One of the central exercises of personal growth trainings is the development of self-

awareness and self-knowledge (Andersson, 2008; Conger, 1993). This aspect also plays a central 

role within the 7 Habits training. In the second part of the training (Habit 2: Begin with the End 

in Mind), individuals are encouraged to explore their personal value system with the goal of 

discovering what is important to them in life (i.e., discovering their ideal self). This exploration 

results in a Personal Mission Statement, which is an expression of personal core values and 

supposedly acts as an instrument that guides future decision-making (i.e., a cue towards their 

ideal self). To work towards this goal, individuals are encouraged to engage in a variety of 

different exercises that help them to explore and re-affirm their personal values and beliefs. 

These personal values and beliefs that are explored and re-affirmed in this process may be 

related to the values of the organization in which people are currently employed, but may also 

concern values that are outside of the current organizational value system or even outside of the 

work domain as a whole.  As a result, personal growth trainings do not predominantly focus on 

the importance of organizational values (ought self) or on how personal values can be aligned 

with them (reduction of the actual-ought discrepancy). Instead, the focus lies predominantly on 

the importance of personal values (ideal self) and how life in general, including the 

embeddedness within a particular organizational setting, can be aligned with them (reduction of 
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the actual-ideal discrepancy). This is likely to accentuate discrepancies between personal ideal 

values and the actual situation. Consequently, we predict that: Employees who attended the 7 

Habits training will experience lower PO-fit as compared to employees in the control condition 

(Hypothesis 3.1). 

3.1.6 Moderating Effects of Perceived Organizational Support and Organizational Tenure 

 According to self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), actual-ought discrepancy stays low 

under three conditions. (1) Ought selves are kept salient within individuals, promoting a focus on 

the reduction of actual-ought discrepancies; (2) Ideal selves do not differ much from ought selves 

to start with; (3) Employees have accommodated to and accepted a certain degree of misfit. 

Among the many conditions that may increase the salience of ought selves in organizational 

settings (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Chan, 1998; Schneider, Salvaggio, Subirats, 2002; Spreitzer, 

1996), perceived organizational support (POS) and individual tenure have been shown to be 

particularly important. POS increases the accessibility of individuals’ ought selves, whereas 

organizational tenure is associated either with selection and attrition processes or with processes 

of accommodation that enhance alignment with ought selves among the workforce. 

 First, POS is the degree to which employees perceive their organization to value their 

individual contributions and to care for their general well-being and socio-emotional need-

fulfillment (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Previous research stressed that high levels of perceived 

organizational support enhance employees’ feelings of trust and long-term moral obligations 

(Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Hutchison & Sowa, 1986) to repay the support they previously 

received (Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch, & Rhoades, 2001). It also strengthen the 

likelihood that employees reciprocate through caring about the organization’s welfare and 

helping it to achieve its objectives. Supporting the notion that high levels of POS can increase 

individuals’ general sense to conform,  research on normative commitment (the felt obligation to 

remain within an organization), found POS to be the strongest predictor of low turnover, with 

employees remaining in an organization because they felt they should (for a meta-analysis, see 

Allen & Meyer, 1996). Consequently, we expect that this strengthened overall sense of 

obligation towards the organization keeps individuals’ ought selves salient, and that their self-

regulation is driven by a reduction in their actual-ought discrepancy rather than by a reduction in 

their actual-ideal discrepancy. Hence: Employees with higher POS are less susceptible to 

experiencing a lower PO-fit due to the 7 Habits training (Hypothesis 3.2). 

 Second, and in line with the attraction-selection-attrition model (Schneider, 1987), we 

expect that employees with a longer organizational tenure had more opportunities to re-evaluate 
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their fit with the organization and to potentially leave the organization if they discover vast 

discrepancies between their personal ideals and their organizational duties and obligations 

(selective attrition). We consequently expect that ideal selves and ought selves are better aligned 

in employees with a longer organizational tenure. Therefore, more tenured employees can be 

expected to be less affected in terms of PO-fit by an increased focus on their ideal selves that 

might be brought about by the training. In addition, even if their values are not better aligned 

with the organizational value system, they may have accommodated in a process that Wright and 

Hamilton (1978) call “grinding down”. We thus expect that: Employees with longer tenure are 

less susceptible to experiencing a lower PO-fit due to the 7 Habits training (Hypothesis 3.3). 

3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Setting and Procedure 

 The current study was conducted in a Dutch youth care organization with a total work-

force of approximately 650 employees. This non-profit organization is subsidized by the Dutch 

government and operates on 20 sites across the Netherlands. The organization’s main mission is 

to provide care and treatment to children and adolescents with psychosocial, psychological or 

behavioral problems. Often, these problems are related to difficult family situations. 

Consequently, this organization adopts a system approach and draws on a wide set of different 

treatment methods to be able to respond to different problem situations. Their treatments are 

clustered into day-care centers (treatments offered on-site), ambulant care (clients come to the 

organization’s offices for regular support and guidance), and 24-hour care (children or 

adolescents who temporarily need to leave their homes due to, for example, family problems 

move into one of the treatment locations and receive 24 hour guidance and care). Moreover, the 

foster care departments deal with matching children or adolescents with foster families and 

support their further development. Embedded in cooperative relationships with colleagues, the 

two major work tasks consist of (1) interactions with clients and the provision of care and 

treatments and (2) administrative tasks such as writing treatment reports. In general, the 

organization can be considered as a non-competitive environment with a flat hierarchical 

structure. The majority of the workforce consists of female part-time employees who have a 

higher education in pedagogical studies. 

Our data collection took place between September 2011 and November 2013. Within this 

time-frame, each department entered an individual research and training cycle. During each 

cycle, we used surveys which we administered one month before the training (T1; baseline 

assessment) and six months after the training (T2; follow-up assessment). Participants in the 
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control condition who worked in departments of comparable type received their assessments at 

comparable points in time. The implementation started with day-care centers, followed by 

ambulant and foster care departments and was finalized with the 24-our care departments. All 

surveys were paper-based and were either distributed by postal mail to participants’ home 

addresses or distributed at their work place. Up to three weeks after distribution of each survey, 

weekly reminder letters were sent by post to participants’ home addresses or their organizational 

e-mail addresses. 

3.2.2 Sample 

Our sample consisted of 454 youth care workers, clustered in 25 departments (87% 

female; age: M = 39.59, SD = 10.48; tenure: M = 9.72, SD = 7.70; working hours per week: M = 

26.92, SD = 7.87). On average, work units had a size of 17.56 (SD = 13.15) employees. In total, 

333 employees (73%) participated at our baseline assessment. Of those, 175 employees (53%) 

also participated at our follow-up assessment. Each department can be seen as an autonomous 

working unit that either works within an own office space in the same building (ambulant and 

home-care) or in an own treatment location spread across the Netherlands (daycare and 24 hours 

care). As a result, cooperation between departments is limited which minimizes spillover-effects 

between experimental and control condition. 

3.2.3 Nonresponse and Attrition Analysis 

We performed a nonresponse analysis for our baseline assessment (T1) by regressing 

employees’ response on the baseline assessment (1=response; 0=nonresponse) on their age, 

tenure and gender. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that older employees 

were more likely to participate at the baseline assessment (b = 0.04, p < .01; 40.57 vs. 35.98). To 

assess the extent to which participants selectively stopped participating after the first assessment, 

we regressed employees’ attrition after the baseline assessment (1=attrition; 0=non-attrition) on 

their age, tenure, gender and the pre-scores of their Perceived Organizational Support and 

Person-Organization Fit. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that younger 

respondents were more likely to drop out (b = -0.03; p < .01; 42.19 vs. 38.79). 

Our nonresponse and attrition analysis suggests that older employees were more likely to 

respond at the baseline assessment (T1) and less likely to drop out thereafter. Consequently, our 

results slightly over-represent older employees of our initial sample. There was no evidence 

found of selective attrition depending on pre-scores of Perceived Organizational Support and 

Person-Organization Fit. 
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3.2.4 Randomization Procedure 

We randomized all departments into a training and control (waiting-list) condition. As we 

wanted to avoid any spillover-effects between training and control condition, we planned our 

experiment in a way that managers exclusively supervised either departments in the experimental 

condition or departments in the control condition. As a result, we had to allocate departments to 

either experimental or control condition depending on their respective manager. Before our 

baseline assessments took place, the 25 departments were led by 15 managers. On average, each 

manager led three departments (SD = 1.07). To assure that department types, regions where 

departments were located and number of employees were equally distributed across training and 

control condition, we applied randomization by minimization to balance our two conditions on 

these criteria. In total, this led to15 departments in the experimental condition and 10 

departments in the control condition. During the course of the field experiment, two departments 

in the control condition accidentally received the training due to a scheduling mistake (two 24 

hours-care departments). To compensate for potential reductions in sample size in the control 

condition, two departments that did not yet receive their baseline assessment and that matched in 

type and size were put on the waiting-list and moved to the control condition. Due to 

administrative necessities, employees knew in which condition they were before filling in their 

baseline questionnaires. This was not avoidable as training sessions had to be planned before we 

could assessed our baseline questionnaires, to give the organization enough time to fit the 

trainings in employees’ working schedules and to arrange replacements for their absences due to 

the training. 

3.2.5 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, successful randomization that leads to 

comparable conditions is essential. To assess the internal validity of our randomization and 

experimental design we test, first, to what extent training and control condition differ at baseline 

(T1), and second, to what extent drop-out at the follow-up assessment (T2) led to unbalanced 

training and control conditions.  

At baseline, we found no significant differences concerning age, tenure, type of 

employment contract, gender, and baseline measures of person-organization fit (Table 3.1). 

However, we found a significant difference for perceived organizational support (t(329) = 2.74, p 

< .01). Employees in the experimental condition experiences a significant higher POS at the 

baseline compared to employees in the control condition (4.44 vs. 4.08). As employees filled in 

their baseline questionnaires after they knew in which condition they were randomized in, we 
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can speculate that employees in the experimental condition might have interpret receiving the 

training as a sign of organizational support, whereas employees in the control condition might 

have interpret not immediately receiving it as a sign of a lack of it. 

 

Table 3.1 

Comparisons between Experimental and Waiting-List Control Condition at Baseline (T1) 

Experimental 
condition 

Control 
condition 

  M SD   M SD 
Age 39.26 10.87 40.11 10.80 
Tenure 9.54 7.76 10.02 7.63 

Gender 86% 89% 

Contract Type 

   Hourly 6.3% 4.2% 
   Intern (temporary) 2.2% 3.0% 
   Temporary 8.5% 6.0% 
   Permanent 83.0% 86.7% 

Perceived Organizational Support (T1) 4.44 1.17 4.08 1.11 
Person-Organization Fit (T1) 5.18 0.92 5.24 0.95 
Note. Only perceived organizational support differed significantly between both conditions at 
baseline, t(329) = 2.74, p < .01. 

 

Of those participants who participated at the baseline assessment (T1), 53% also 

participated at the follow-up assessment (T2). Further analysis is needed to test whether the 

integrity of our experimental design remains after drop-out after the baseline assessment (T1). 

Examining baseline differences (T1) between training and control condition among those 

employees who also participated at the follow-up measurement (T2), we found no significant 

differences with respect to age, tenure, gender, type of employment contract, working hours per 

week and person-organization fit. Even if not reaching significance (t(329) = 1.26, p = 0.21), the 

difference in perceived organizational support remained in the same direction (4.36 vs. 4.14). 

Consequently, we conclude that the integrity of the experimental design remained from the 

baseline assessment (T1) to the follow-up assessment (T2). 

3.2.6 Training, Training Schedule and Analysis of Non-Participation 

 Trainings were given by two of three senior employees of the youth care organization 

who were trained and licensed by Franklin Covey Netherland to give the 7 Habits training. Two 
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of the trainers held management positions prior to their role as intra-organizational 7 Habits 

trainer, the third trainer combined the trainer role with the function of a coach who is supporting 

employees with work related problems. 

 The 7 Habit trainings were given in a two-day workshop, with a two-week time interval 

between the two training days. Almost all trainings were given outside of employees' everyday 

working environment in a training space which the organization specifically created for in-house 

trainings. In general, employees of the same department participated in trainings together as one 

group. When training capacities allowed, additional training days were scheduled for employees 

who missed parts of the training. The organization used official training materials that were 

customized in their design to be consistent with the corporate color scheme. Moreover, some of 

the exercises were adapted to include real-life examples of the organization’s common work 

practice. None of these adaptations altered any of the core aspects of the training and the usual 

training protocol was followed. 

The trainings that are relevant for the present study were implemented in 2011 and 2012. 

Due to limited training capacities, trainings were provided throughout the year. The planning of 

the trainings did not follow any systematic pattern and can be considered random. Participants in 

the control condition were informed that they will receive the training at a later time point and 

were placed on a waiting list. In this organization, employee training and development is a 

standard part of the usual organizational working life. As a result, we do not expect employees in 

the experimental condition to feel that they received any preferred treatment or that simply 

attending “a training” had a strong impact on them. Moreover, it was clearly communicated to 

employees that training allocation depended on chance. At the post-assessment, we asked 

employees to rate their attitude concerning the training content (1: very negative to 5: very 

positive; M = 4.07, SD = 0.52). From all employees who attended the training and responded to 

our questionnaire at T2, 89.90% evaluated the training content positive or very positive, 10.10% 

neutral and no one negatively. 

Due to a tight scheduling of some of the trainings for the control condition and some late 

responses, 8.6% of the employees in the control condition who filled in the follow-up 

questionnaire already finished the first of their two training-days. On average, those employees 

filled in the follow-up questionnaire 3.83 days after they attended the first half of their training 

(SD = 2.99).  

 In addition and due to various reasons like scheduling difficulties or absences, some 

employees in the experimental condition could not attend the training before the follow-up 

assessment (T2) took place. In total, 73% of all employees in the experimental condition finished 
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their training before the follow-up assessment took place. For those employees in the 

experimental condition who filled in the follow-up questionnaire (T2), we tested for selection 

effects on non-participation at the training by regressing non-participation (1=training 

completed; 0=training uncompleted) on their age, tenure, gender and their pre-scores of Person-

Organization Fit and Perceived Organizational Support. Logistic regression with backward 

elimination indicated that none of these factors predicted training completion. We conclude that 

whether or not employees finished their training until the follow-up assessment did not depend 

on their age, tenure, gender or their pre-scores of Person-Organization Fit or Perceived 

Organizational Support. To ensure that a potential selection bias from actual training completion 

does not impair the validity of our experimental design, we used complete randomized 

experimental and control groups to conduct our analyses (intention-to-treat analysis; Cook and 

Campbell, 1979). 

3.2.7 Measures 

 Person-organization fit was assessed at both time points by using the validated 3-item 

scale by Cable and DeRue (2002). The items are “The things that I value in life are very similar 

to the things that my organization values.”, “My personal values match my organization’s values 

and culture.” and “My organization’s values and culture provide a good fit with the things that I 

value in life.”. Items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly 

agree”. Where necessary, items were inverted so that high scores indicate high levels of self-

regulatory failures. The reliability of the scales were α = 0.88 at T1 and α = 0.90 at T2. 

 Perceived organizational support was assessed at T1 by using a 3-item scale (Van 

Emmerik & Euwema, 2008) which is based on an instrument by Rhoades & Eisenberger (2001). 

The items (translated to English) are “[organization] really cares about the well-being of its 

employees”, “[organization] provides help and support whenever employees need it” and 

“[organization] is always prepared to commit itself to its employees”. Items were rated on a 7-

point scales ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”. The reliability of the scale 

was α = 0.92. 

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

 Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables can be found in Table 3.2. 

Closer inspection of mean values show that, on average, employees have a positive perception of 

their PO-fit at on both T1 (M = 5.20, SD = 0.93) and T2 (M = 5.24, SD = 0.86). At both time 

points, scores are above the scale-point average. Moreover, employees scored slightly above 
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scale-point average concerning the support they received from their organization (M = 4.31, SD 

= 1.16; 7-point scale). Concerning tenure, employees’ average time of employment within the 

organization was 9.72 years (SD = 7.70). Inspection of the two different condition shows that 

employees in the experimental condition seem to experience higher amounts of POS at baseline 

(4.44 vs. 4.08; r(331) = 0.15, p < .01) and a lower PO-fit at the follow-up assessment (5.13 vs. 

5.44; r(193) = -0.18, p < .05). Inspection of differences between waves suggests that this 

difference is driven rather by an increase in PO-fit in the control condition (5.24 vs. 5.44) than a 

decrease in PO-fit in the experimental condition (5.18 vs. 5.13). 



 

 

Table 3.2 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations among Study Variables 
    1. 2. 3. 4. 6. 7. 8. 
1. Intervention (0=control, 1=training) ― 
2. Age -0.04 ― 
3. Gender (1=female) -0.05 -0.20** ― 
4. Tenure -0.03 0.61** -0.1* ― 
6. Perceived Organizational Support (T1) 0.15** -0.04 -0.1 -0.11** (0.92) 
7. Person-Organization Fit (T1) -0.03 0.09 -0.13 -0.01 0.38** (0.88) 
8. Person-Organization Fit (T2) -0.18* 0.13 -0.11 0.06 0.31** 0.59** (0.90) 

M 39.59 0.87 9.72 4.31 5.20 5.24 
SD 10.84 0.33 7.70 1.16 0.93 0.86 
M (experimental group) 39.26 0.86 9.54 4.44 5.18 5.13 
SD (experimental group) 10.87 0.35 7.76 1.17 0.92 0.86 
M (control group) 40.12 0.89 10.02 4.08 5.24 5.44 
SD (control group)   10.80 0.31 7.63 1.11 0.95 0.84 
Note. N = 173 – 445. Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures. Two-tailed tests. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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3.3.2 Hypothesis Testing 

 Variance component analysis showed that only 4% of the variance of PO-fit at the post-

assessment was explained by department level variance. Due to the small amount of variance on 

the work unit level, we conducted non-nested analyses3. Table 3.3 (model 4) shows the results of 

the linear regression analysis predicting PO-fit 6 months after the training (T2). We controlled 

for PO-fit at T1 and entered main effects of the intervention, tenure and perceived organizational 

support (T1). Moreover, we added two interaction effects between intervention and both tenure 

and POS.  

 In line with hypothesis 3.1, employees in the training condition experienced a lower PO-

fit at T2 compared to employees in the control condition (b = -0.36, p < .01). As we centered 

both tenure and POS, this effect is estimated for employees with average tenure (M = 9.72) and 

POS (M = 4.31). 

                         

3 We also ran all of our analyses with the software package MLwIN 2.27 (Rabash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2009), 
accounting for employees’ being clustered within departments. Accounting for the nestedness did not lead to different 
conclusions with respect to our findings. 



 

 

Table 3.3 

Multiple Regression Model of the Effect of the 7 Habits Training and it's Interaction-Effects with POS and Tenure on Person-Organization Fit  (T2) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Variable B SE ß B SE ß B SE ß B SE ß 
Intercept 5.26** 0.05  5.46** 0.09  5.47** 0.09  5.48** 0.08  

Intervention (0=control; 1=experimental) 
   -0.32** 0.11 -0.18** -0.34** 0.11 -0.20** -0.36** 0.10 -

0.21** 
P-O fit (T1) 0.60** 0.06 0.59** 0.57** 0.06 0.57** 0.52** 0.07 0.52** 0.53** 0.06 0.52** 
POS (T1)       0.11* 0.05 0.13* -0.03 0.07 -0.03 
Tenure       0.01† 0.01 0.11† -0.01 0.01 -0.07 
Intervention × POS          0.23* 0.10 0.21* 
Intervention × Tenure          0.03* 0.01 0.23* 

            
F 91.63**   52.46**   28.71**   22.15**   

R2 0.35   0.38   0.41   0.45   

ΔR2    0.03**   0.02*   0.04**   
Note. N = 171. Intervention effects are in bold. 
POS=Perceived Organizational Support. P-O=Person-Organization. 
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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In line with hypothesis 3.2, the difference between the experimental and control condition 

is significantly less pronounced for employees with high POS (b = 0.23, p < .05). Figure 3.1 

shows the results of simple slopes analyses for low (-1 SD), average and high (+1 SD) POS. With 

high POS (+1 SD, M = 5.47), the difference between experimental and control condition is not 

significantly different from zero anymore (b = -0.10, p = 0.51). In contrast, the difference is more 

pronounced with low POS (-1 SD, M = 3.15; b = -0.63, p < .01). 

 

 

Figure 3. 1. Comparisons of person-organization fit between training and waiting-list control 

condition at the post-assessment, moderated by perceived organizational support (+/- 1SD) at the 

baseline assessment 

 

  

  



Chapter 3 
 

58 

In line with hypothesis 3.3, the difference between the experimental and control condition 

is also significantly less pronounced for employees with higher tenure (b = 0.03, p < .05). Figure 

3.2 show the results of simple slopes analyses for low (-1 SD), average and high (+1 SD) tenure. 

With high tenure (+1 SD, M = 17.42), the difference between experimental and control condition 

is not significantly different from zero anymore (b = -0.12, p = 0.35). In contrast, the difference 

is more pronounced with low tenure (-1 SD, M = 2.02; b = -0.61, p < .01). 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Comparisons of person-organization fit between training and waiting-list control 

condition at the post-assessment, moderated by organizational tenure (+/- 1SD) at the baseline 

assessment 
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3.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

 We investigated the extent to which a highly influential personal growth training – 

Covey’s (1989) 7 Habits approach - can influence employees’ perceived person-organization 

(PO) fit. We hypothesized and found that attending the training led to a lower perceived PO-fit 

compared to a waiting-list control condition. We argued that self-exploratory and self-affirming 

exercises trigger this effect, as they encourage employees to focus on possible discrepancies 

between their personal and organizational values. 

Our results yielded some additional noteworthy insights. Despite the difference in PO-fit 

between the two conditions, it is important to realize that scale-scores on perceptions of PO-fit in 

employees with average tenure and perceived organizational support (POS) were still above 

scale-point average in both conditions (above the “neutral” scale-point). Consequently, the 

difference between both conditions indicates more a less positive fit in the experimental 

condition for the current organization, rather than a misfit. 

Moreover, upon inspection of mean values in both experimental and control condition, 

differences in PO-fit perceptions seem to be driven by an increase in the control condition rather 

than a decrease in the experimental condition. As follow-up interviews with HR advisors 

revealed, organizational communication patterns during the period of observation may provide 

one possible explanation for this pattern. Among other channels of communication, the 

organizational intranet is used to distribute information concerning organizational update and 

developments. At the same time, it serves as a medium to transmit organizational norms and 

values. For example, the director of this organization writes weekly blog posts about daily work 

practice of a youth-care employee in the form of short stories. Usually, these stories end with a 

moral statement, which reflects the organizational value system. In this light, we can speculate 

whether organization-wide communication practices may have fostered alignment between 

personal and organizational values, resulting in increased PO-fit in the control condition. The 

training effects for employees in the experimental condition may have tempered this process. 

3.4.1 Limitations and Future Directions 

 Despite a thorough research design, there are some limitations to our study that need to 

be addressed. First, we assess person-organization fit as a perceived fit measure. We therefore 

cannot make any statements about actual changes in personal or organizational values or the 

content of these values. Future research might apply additional measures of PO-fit, which allow 

a more detailed look on actual changes of values. Second, our study was conducted in a non-
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profit organization with a high percentage of female workers. The homogeneity of our sample 

makes it difficult to explore the role of contextual or demographical factors.  Future research 

with different and less homogeneous samples may explore the generalizability of our results 

along with and possible moderators on training effects. 

 Despite these limitations, our study showed attending a two-day personal growth training 

that helps employees to explore and affirm their personal values led to lower scores in PO-fit 

compared to employees who did not attend the training. With this study we do not only 

contribute to the otherwise scarce literature on the use of personal growth trainings within 

organizations in general, but also contribute to the field of research on person-organization fit in 

particular. Results may stimulate further research on the consequences of personal growth 

trainings in organizational contexts and serve as valuable aid in decision-making to practitioners 

who wish to implement a personal growth training.  
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I can’t get no Satisfaction: Are Personal Growth Trainings Making 

Employees Less Satisfied with Their Jobs? 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The present study investigates the effect of participation in a personal growth 

training (The 7 habits of highly effective people; Covey, 1989) on employees’ job 

satisfaction. Based on self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we argue that the 

search for personal ideals that is encouraged during this type of training can 

stimulate dejection-related emotions (disappointment, sadness, dissatisfaction), 

thereby decreasing participants’ job satisfaction. In a cluster-randomized control 

trial among 454 employees of a youth-care organization, we investigated the 

effects of employees’ participation in a two-day personal growth training on their 

subsequent job satisfaction. Supporting our hypothesis, we found that employees 

who participated in the training were less satisfied with their job content, their 

career opportunities and their job in general half a year after the training as 

compared to employees in a waiting-list control condition. 
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4.1 Introduction 

The self-help and self-improvement industry is a billion dollar industry (Solerno, 2005) 

and millions of individuals regularly turn to it for help and advice in situations where they 

experience dissatisfaction with, for example, their career, their relationships or their overall 

satisfaction with life. But are the tools that are provided to them by this industry truly able to 

make them more satisfied? Even though there are evidence-based self-help programs building on 

cognitive-behavioral approaches that have been shown to contribute to greater satisfaction in life 

(e.g., Burns, 1981), evidence-based self-help programs are a rare exception rather than the norm 

in the self-help industry. Most of the industries’ tools are neither systematically built on scientific 

research, nor are they backed up with evidence obtained through controlled experiments (cf., 

Solerno, 2005). As millions of people draw on the self-help industry`s products for help and 

advice, research that helps us to learn more about these programs’ utility by investigating their 

mechanisms and outcomes is needed. 

 According to Luo (2002), the self-help and self-improvement discourse entered the 

workplace from the 70s onwards as an effort to prepare individuals to become self-sufficient 

rational actors that can cope with the complexities of modern working life. In the current study, 

we focus on the application of a tool of the self-help and self-improvement industry at the 

workplace. More specifically, we focus on employees’ job satisfaction half a year after attending 

a training focused on their personal growth. 

We argue that this type of training can make people feel dissatisfied rather than satisfied 

with regard to their job. Based on self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we argue that 

participation in a personal growth training will promote individuals’ accessibility of how their 

current work and career (current self-concept) differ from their ideal workplace and career (ideal 

self). We expect that by encouraging employees to become aware of their personal ideals and by 

taking these personal ideals as reference, employees will compare their current work with their 

highest possible expectations, thereby increasing the likelihood of experiencing disappointment 

or dissatisfaction with their current work and career. 

We focus on one prominent personal growth training in particular: “The 7 Habits of 

Highly Effective People” based on a book written by Stephen R. Covey (1989). Today, this book 

is translated into 38 languages, sold more than 25 million times and Franklin Covey, the 

company that owns the rights of the book and training, has offices in 147 countries. We picked 

this training in particular as it is often applied within organizational contexts, thereby providing a 

practical way to investigate outcomes of self-improvement within an organizational setting. 

Moreover, and despite its popularity and impact, evidence on its effect from controlled 
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experiments is absent (Norcross et al., 2005).  

We investigate our research question with a cluster-randomized controlled trial among 

454 employees of 25 work units in a youth care organization that implemented the 7 Habits 

training as an effort to improve the general effectiveness of their workforce. Job satisfaction with 

different dimensions of individuals’ work was assessed one month before and again six months 

after the training has been completed. In the following section, we will introduce the 7 Habits in 

more detail, after which we will draw on self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) to develop our 

hypothesis. 

4.1.1 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

 The program “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s goals and taking care of the means that help in 

achieving them (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’). The 7 Habits present a model 

(‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are expected to increase in their personal 

effectiveness once they move from a state of being dependent on others to being independent 

from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first 

three habits focus on increasing personal control and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by 

determining personal passions, values and goals (Habit 2: “Begin with the end in mind.”) and by 

engaging in time management to prioritize daily activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first 

things first”). The first three habits are referred to as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to 

six, individuals are supposed to learn to build mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think 

win-win”), engage in empathic listening (Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood”) and seek for creative cooperation within their social context (Habit 6: 

“Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen 

the saw”) is presented as a necessity for both general effectiveness and the ability to progress on 

all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of physical, mental, social and spiritual needs and 

by continuously striving for personal growth. 

4.1.2 Self-Discrepancy Theory, the 7 Habits and the Experience of Job Dissatisfaction 

 At the core of self-discrepancy theory lies the prediction that experienced discrepancies 

between individuals’ current selves (who I am) and ideal selves (who I want to be) increase 

individuals’ vulnerability to dejection-related emotions (Higgins, 1987). These are emotions that 

arise due to a lack of positive outcomes (i.e., not attaining one`s ideal in life) and are reflected in 
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emotions like disappointment, dissatisfaction and sadness. In an organizational setting, we expect 

this increased vulnerability to be reflected in declining measures of job satisfaction. In the 

following part, we will argue that the 7 Habits training increases individuals’ accessibility of 

their ideal selves, which in turn might result in lower job satisfaction if these ideals are not met 

in the current work context. 

An essential aspect of the 7 Habits training consists of trainees' reflection on how their 

current life measures up to their ideal life. Within this mindset, we expect them to be more likely 

to focus on and (re-)discover aspects of their current work and career that are not in line with 

their conception of the ideal job and career they hope to achieve and wish for.  Employees are 

likely to re-evaluate questions like: “Do I really want to do the job I currently do?”, “Do I really 

want to pursue my current career?”, or “Is there other work I always wanted to do?”. The 7 

Habits provide a platform for these explorations. 

In the second part of the training (Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind), individuals are 

encouraged to explore their personal value system with the goal of discovering what is important 

to them in life (i.e., discovering their ideal self). This exploration results in a Personal Mission 

Statement, which is an expression of personal core values and supposedly acts as an instrument 

that guides future decision-making (i.e., a cue towards their ideal self). With these techniques, 

the 7 Habit training helps individuals explore their possible selves and to arrive at an image of 

their ideal self. But what if this ideal cannot measure up to the current reality of employees´ 

work and career? 

 In line with self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we argue that increased salience of 

discrepancies between individuals’ current selves and their ideal selves in work and career 

increases individuals’ vulnerability to dejection-related emotions, being reflected in declining 

measures of job satisfaction. Hence, we predict that: Employees who participated in the 7 Habits 

training experience lower job satisfaction compared to employees in the waiting-list control 

condition. 

4.2 Method 

4.2.1 Setting and Procedure 

The current study was conducted in a Dutch youth care organization with a total work-

force of approximately 650 employees. This non-profit organization is subsidized by the Dutch 

government and operates on 20 sites across the Netherlands. The organization’s main mission is 

to provide care and treatment to children and adolescents with psychosocial, psychological or 

behavioral problems. Often, these problems are related to difficult family situations. 
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Consequently, this organization adopts a system approach and draws on a wide set of different 

treatment methods to be able to respond to different problem situations. Their treatments are 

clustered into day-care centers (treatments offered on-site), ambulant care (clients come to the 

organization’s offices for regular support and guidance), and 24-hour care (children or 

adolescents who temporarily need to leave their homes due to, for example, family problems 

move into one of the treatment locations and receive 24 hour guidance and care). Moreover, the 

foster care departments deal with matching children or adolescents with foster families and 

support their further development. Embedded in cooperative relationships with colleagues, the 

two major work tasks consist of (1) interactions with clients and the provision of care and 

treatments and (2) administrative tasks such as writing treatment reports. In general, the 

organization can be considered as a non-competitive environment with a flat hierarchical 

structure. The majority of the workforce consists of female part-time employees who have a 

higher education in pedagogical studies. 

Our data collection took place between September 2011 and November 2013. Within this 

time-frame, each department entered an individual research and training cycle. During each 

cycle, we used surveys which we administered one month before the training (T1; baseline 

assessment) and six months after the training (T2; follow-up assessment). Participants in the 

control condition who worked in departments of comparable type received their assessments at 

comparable points in time. The implementation started with day-care centers, followed by 

ambulant and foster care departments and was finalized with the 24-our care departments. All 

surveys were paper-based and were either distributed by postal mail to participants’ home 

addresses or distributed at their work place. Up to three weeks after distribution of each survey, 

weekly reminder letters were sent by post to participants’ home addresses or their organizational 

e-mail addresses. 

4.2.2 Sample 

Our sample consisted of 454 youth care workers, clustered in 25 departments (87% 

female; age: M = 39.59, SD = 10.48; tenure: M = 9.72, SD = 7.70; working hours per week: M = 

26.92, SD = 7.87). On average, work units had a size of 17.56 (SD = 13.15) employees. In total, 

333 employees (73%) participated at our baseline assessment. Of those, 175 employees (53%) 

also participated at our follow-up assessment. Each department can be seen as an autonomous 

working unit that either works within an own office space in the same building (ambulant and 

home-care) or in an own treatment location spread across the Netherlands (daycare and 24 hours 

care). As a result, cooperation between departments is limited which minimizes spillover-effects 
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between experimental and control condition. 

4.2.3 Nonresponse and Attrition Analysis 

We performed a nonresponse analysis for our baseline assessment (T1) by regressing 

employees’ response on the baseline assessment (1=response; 0=nonresponse) on their age, 

tenure and gender. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that older employees 

were more likely to participate at the baseline assessment (b = 0.04, p < .01; 40.57 vs. 35.98). To 

assess the extent to which participants selectively stopped participating after the first assessment, 

we regressed employees’ attrition after the baseline assessment (1=attrition; 0=non-attrition) on 

their age, tenure, gender and the nine dimensions of job satisfaction. Logistic regression with 

backward elimination showed that younger respondents were more likely to drop out (b = -0.03; 

p < .01; 42.19 vs. 38.79). None of the other variables reached significance. 

Our nonresponse and attrition analysis suggests that older employees were more likely to 

respond at the baseline assessment (T1) and less likely to drop out thereafter. Consequently, our 

results slightly over-represent older employees of our initial sample. There was no evidence 

found of selective attrition depending on any of the job satisfaction pre-measures. 

4.2.4 Randomization Procedure 

We randomized all departments into a training and control (waiting-list) condition. As we 

wanted to avoid any spillover-effects between training and control condition, we planned our 

experiment in a way that managers exclusively supervised either departments in the experimental 

condition or departments in the control condition. As a result, we had to allocate departments to 

either experimental or control condition depending on their respective manager. Before our 

baseline assessments took place, the 25 departments were led by 15 managers. On average, each 

manager led three departments (SD = 1.07). To assure that department types, regions where 

departments were located and number of employees were equally distributed across training and 

control condition, we applied randomization by minimization to balance our two conditions on 

these criteria. In total, this led to15 departments in the experimental condition and 10 

departments in the control condition. During the course of the field experiment, two departments 

in the control condition accidentally received the training due to a scheduling mistake (two 24 

hours-care departments). To compensate for potential reductions in sample size in the control 

condition, two departments that did not yet receive their baseline assessment and that matched in 

type and size were put on the waiting-list and moved to the control condition. Due to 

administrative necessities, employees knew in which condition they were before filling in their 
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baseline questionnaires. This was not avoidable as training sessions had to be planned before we 

could assessed our baseline questionnaires, to give the organization enough time to fit the 

trainings in employees’ working schedules and to arrange replacements for their absences due to 

the training. 

4.2.5 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, successful randomization that leads to 

comparable conditions is essential. To assess the internal validity of our randomization and 

experimental design we test, first, to what extent training and control condition differ at baseline 

(T1), and second, to what extent drop-out at the follow-up assessment (T2) led to unbalanced 

training and control conditions.  

At baseline, our data shows that the randomization led to comparable conditions. We 

found no significant differences concerning age, tenure, type of employment contract, and 

gender (Table 4.1). However, we found significant differences for satisfaction with career 

opportunities (t(324) = -2.23, p < .05), job security (t(322) = -3.00, p < .01) and the work setting 

(t(322) = -2.31, p < .05). At baseline, employees in the experimental condition were more 

satisfied with their career opportunities (2.83 vs. 2.66), their job security (2.80 vs. 2.53), and 

their work setting (3.39 vs. 3.23). To account for initial differences on satisfactions cores, we will 

control for any baseline differences in our later hypothesis testing. 
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Table 4.1 

Comparisons between Experimental and Waiting-List Control Condition at T1 and T2 

 Training Condition  Control Condition 
 T1 T2  T1 T2 
 M SD M SD  M SD M SD 

Age 39.26 10.87    40.11 10.80   
Tenure 9.54 7.76    10.02 7.63   
Gender 86%     89%    
          
Contract Type          
   Hourly 6.3%     4.2%    
   Intern (temporary) 2.2%     3.0%    
   Temporary 8.5%     6.0%    
   Permanent 83.0%     86.7%    
          
Satisfaction with:          
Job Overall 7.62 1.14 7.37 1.23  7.47 0.93 7.52 1.17 
Performance Appraisal 3.10 0.57 3.02 0.59  3.01 0.62 3.00 0.63 
Career Opportunitiesa 2.83 0.66 2.62 0.66  2.66 0.67 2.76 0.64 
Job Securitya 2.80 0.82 2.65 0.74  2.53 0.73 2.70 0.74 
Job Content 3.11 0.79 2.98 0.81  3.03 0.75 3.13 0.74 
Work Settinga 3.39 0.57 3.28 0.59  3.23 0.61 3.24 0.55 
Work Pressure 3.36 0.72 3.30 0.61  3.34 0.71 3.35 0.63 
Cooperation with Colleagues 2.91 0.69 2.90 0.80  2.85 0.63 2.92 0.58 
Training and Development 3.55 0.59 3.56 0.52  3.47 0.60 3.51 0.53 
Note. a both conditions differ significantly on this dimension at baseline (p < .05). 

 

Of those participants who participated at the baseline assessment (T1), 53% also 

participated at the follow-up assessment (T2). Further analysis is needed to test whether the 

integrity of our experimental design remains after drop-out after the baseline assessment (T1). 

Examining baseline differences (T1) between training and control condition among those 

employees who also participated at the follow-up measurement (T2), we found no significant 

differences with respect to age, tenure, gender, type of employment contract, and working hours 

per week. Moreover, we found no significant differences for those job satisfaction dimensions 

that also didn’t differ initially at baseline. Similar to initial differences at baseline, satisfaction 

with career opportunities (2.82 vs. 2.68; t(314) = -1.81, p = 0.07), workplace (3.39 vs. 3.23; 

t(310) = -2.20, p < .05) and job security (2.77 vs. 2.53; t(310) = -2.54, p < .05) differed in the 

same direction. Consequently, we conclude that the integrity of the experimental design 

remained from the baseline assessment (T1) to the follow-up assessment (T2). 
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4.2.6 Training, Training Schedule and Analysis of Non-Participation 

 Trainings were given by two of three senior employees of the youth care organization 

who were trained and licensed by Franklin Covey Netherland to give the 7 Habits training. Two 

of the trainers held management positions prior to their role as intra-organizational 7 Habits 

trainer, the third trainer combined the trainer role with the function of a coach who is supporting 

employees with work related problems. 

 The 7 Habit trainings were given in a two-day workshop, with a two-week time interval 

between the two training days. Almost all trainings were given outside of employees' everyday 

working environment in a training space which the organization specifically created for in-house 

trainings. In general, employees of the same department participated in trainings together as one 

group. When training capacities allowed, additional training days were scheduled for employees 

who missed parts of the training. The organization used official training materials that were 

customized in their design to be consistent with the corporate color scheme. Moreover, some of 

the exercises were adapted to include real-life examples of the organization’s common work 

practice. None of these adaptations altered any of the core aspects of the training and the usual 

training protocol was followed. 

The trainings that are relevant for the present study were implemented in 2011 and 2012. 

Due to limited training capacities, trainings were provided throughout the year. The planning of 

the trainings did not follow any systematic pattern and can be considered random. Participants in 

the control condition were informed that they will receive the training at a later time point and 

were placed on a waiting list. In this organization, employee training and development is a 

standard part of the usual organizational working life. As a result, we do not expect employees in 

the experimental condition to feel that they received any preferred treatment or that simply 

attending “a training” had a strong impact on them. Moreover, it was clearly communicated to 

employees that training allocation depended on chance. At the post-assessment, we asked 

employees to rate their attitude concerning the training content (1: very negative to 5: very 

positive; M = 4.07, SD = 0.52). From all employees who attended the training and responded to 

our questionnaire at T2, 89.90% evaluated the training content positive or very positive, 10.10% 

neutral and no one negatively. 

Due to a tight scheduling of some of the trainings for the control condition and some late 

responses, 8.6% of the employees in the control condition who filled in the follow-up 

questionnaire already finished the first of their two training-days. On average, those employees 

filled in the follow-up questionnaire 3.83 days after they attended the first half of their training 

(SD = 2.99).  
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 In addition and due to various reasons like scheduling difficulties or absences, some 

employees in the experimental condition could not attend the training before the follow-up 

assessment (T2) took place. In total, 73% of all employees in the experimental condition finished 

their training before the follow-up assessment took place. For those employees in the 

experimental condition who filled in the follow-up questionnaire (T2), we tested for selection 

effects on non-participation at the training by regressing non-participation (1=training 

completed; 0=training uncompleted) on their age, tenure, gender and their pre-scores of our job 

satisfaction dimensions. Logistic regression with backward elimination indicated that none of 

these factors predicted training completion. We conclude that whether or not employees finished 

their training until the follow-up assessment did not depend on their age, tenure, gender or their 

pre-scores on the job satisfaction dimensions. To ensure that a potential selection bias from 

actual training completion does not impair the validity of our experimental design, we used 

complete randomized experimental and control groups to conduct our analyses (intention-to-treat 

analysis; Cook and Campbell, 1979). 

4.2.7 Measures 

Job Satisfaction was measured on nine different dimensions with nine one-item 

measures, inspired by the job satisfaction dimensions by Hinrichs (1986). We measured 

satisfaction with the job in general with the item “Overall, how satisfied are you with your job at 

[organization]?” on a 10-point scale ranging from “1: Very dissatisfied” to “10: Very satisfied”. 

All other items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from “1: Very dissatisfied” to “4: Very 

satisfied”. Next to overall job satisfaction, we asked how satisfied employees were with the 

following dimensions: performance appraisal, career opportunities, job security, job content, 

work setting, work pressure, cooperation with colleagues, training and development. 

Job Characteristics were measured with scales from Karasek’s Job Content 

Questionnaire (Houtman, 1995; Karasek et al., 1998). We assessed work demands with a 8-item 

scale (α > 0.66 across waves), job autonomy with a 3-item scale (α > 0.64 across waves), skill 

discretion with a 6-item scale (α > 0.63 across waves), social support from colleagues with a 4-

item scale (α > 0.80 across waves), and social support from supervisor with a 4-item scale (α > 

0.79 across waves). All items were rated on a 4-point scale ranging from “1: strongly disagree” 

to “4: strongly agree”. 

4.3 Results 

 Variance component analysis showed that only between 0% and 19% of the variance on 

the different job satisfaction dimensions at the post-assessment is on the work unit level. Due to 
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the low department level variance, we conducted non-nested analyses5. To account for the 

intercorrelations among our nine dimensions of job satisfaction (see Table 4.2), we performed a 

MANCOVA. We estimated the differences between the waiting-list control condition and the 

training condition on the nine different dimensions of job satisfaction at our post-assessment. In 

our analysis, we controlled for age, gender (1=female) and the pre-assessment score of each of 

the nine job satisfaction dimensions. In addition and to rule out alternative explanations, we 

controlled for changes (T2 - T1) in perceived work demands, autonomy, skill discretion, social 

support from supervisor and social support from colleagues. By controlling for changes on these 

job characteristics, we rule out the possibility that changes in ratings of job satisfaction might be 

driven by actual changes in the work setting of employees who attended the training. These 

changes could be due to differential treatment (e.g., increasing the autonomy or work demands of 

“self-improved” employees) or by self-initiated changes (e.g., re-negotiation of work demands). 

By controlling for these variables, we focus on those changes in ratings of job satisfaction that 

are driven by changes in the way employees evaluated their work (i.e., using 

heightened/idealized standards as reference when judging their current work) rather than actual 

changes in their work context. The results of our analyses can be found in Table 4.3. 

We found a significant multivariate effect for the training condition on the nine 

dimensions of job satisfaction as a group (Wilks’ λ = 0.86, F(9, 119) = 2.20, p < .05, partial eta 

squared = 0.14). Moreover, we find support for the hypothesis that employees who attended the 

personal growth training experienced lower job satisfaction compared to employees in a waiting-

list control condition. Our hypothesis is supported for satisfaction with the overall job (7.30 vs. 

7.63, F(1,127) = 3.97, p < .05, partial eta squared = 0.03), career opportunities (2.64 vs. 2.78, 

F(1,127) = 4.73, p < .05, partial eta squared = 0.03), job content (3.02 vs. 3.20, F(1,127) = 7.27, 

p < .01, partial eta squared = 0.03), and marginally significant for job security (2.62 vs. 2.76, 

F(1,127) = 3.78, p = 0.05, partial eta squared = 0.03). Despite this lowered satisfaction, 90 

percent of the participants were highly satisfied with the personal growth training itself.

                         

5 We also ran all of our analyses with the software package MLwIN 2.27 (Rabash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2009), 
accounting for employees’ being clustered within departments and for each dimension of job satisfaction separately. Accounting 
for the nestedness did not lead to different conclusions with respect to our findings. 



 

 

Table 4.2 
Intercorrelations among Study Variables  
    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1 Intervention (1 = training) -          
2 Age -0.04 -         
3 Gender (1 = female) -0.05 -0.20** -        
4 Tenure -0.03 0.61** -0.10* -       
5 Job Overall (T1) 0.07 -0.04 -0.08 -0.03 -      
6 Job Overall (T2) -0.06 0.09 -0.07 -0.06 0.36** -     
7 Performance Appraisal (T1) 0.07 -0.01 -0.02 -0.12* 0.38** 0.27** -    
8 Performance Appraisal (T2) 0.01 0.12 -0.07 -0.02 0.17* 0.42** 0.38* -   
9 Career Opportunities (T1) 0.12* -0.15** 0.00 -0.09 0.28** 0.2* 0.35* 0.28* -  

10 Career Opportunities (T2) -0.10 -0.07 0.01 0.02 0.19* 0.39** 0.21* 0.36* 0.48* - 
11 Job Security (T1) 0.16** -0.11* -0.05 -0.10 0.24** 0.17* 0.32* 0.19* 0.49* 0.20* 
12 Job Security (T2) -0.04 0.12 -0.10 0.05 0.16 0.38** 0.20* 0.35* 0.26* 0.51* 
13 Job Content (T1) 0.05 0.09 -0.08 0.22** 0.09 0.16* 0.00 0.02 0.07 0.02 
14 Job Content (T2) -0.09 0.24** -0.04 0.25** -0.09 0.23** -0.10 0.20* 0.10 0.19* 
15 Work Setting (T1) 0.13* 0.00 -0.02 0.02 0.39** 0.16* 0.29* 0.17* 0.28* 0.21* 
16 Work Setting (T2) 0.03 0.01 -0.06 0.03 0.25** 0.50** 0.17* 0.41* 0.15 0.32* 
17 Work Pressure (T1) 0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.02 0.24** 0.12 0.10 0.11 0.04 0.02 
18 Work Pressure (T2) -0.04 0.10 -0.05 0.03 0.22 0.22** 0.06 0.20* 0.01 0.07 
19 Cooperation with Colleagues (T1) 0.04 -0.06 -0.07 -0.17** 0.24** 0.18* 0.23* 0.12 0.13 0.15 
20 Cooperation with Colleagues (T2) -0.01 0.07 -0.20** -0.07 0.18* 0.34** 0.26* 0.43* 0.24* 0.25* 
21 Training and Development (T1) 0.06 -0.04 -0.03 0.01 0.22** 0.23** 0.29* 0.19* 0.09 0.26* 
22 Training and Development (T2) 0.05 0.07 -0.01 0.05 0.13 0.34** 0.17* 0.26* 0.02 0.04 
Note. N = 163 – 445. Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures. Two-tailed tests. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01. 

 

  



 

 

Table 4.2 (Continued) 

 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 
11 -           
12 0.43* -          
13 0.06 0.02 -         
14 -0.04 0.20* 0.51* -        
15 0.20* 0.14 0.11 -0.15 -       
16 0.12 0.30* 0.16* 0.19* 0.34* -      
17 0.15* 0.10 0.08 -0.06 0.21* 0.10 -     
18 0.06 0.14 0.14 0.02 0.31* 0.35* 0.43* -    
19 0.11* 0.19* -0.01 -0.09 0.16* 0.14 0.26* 0.14 -   
20 0.13 0.24* 0.09 0.12 0.15 0.34* 0.15* 0.36* 0.44* -  
21 0.15* 0.15 0.11 0.04 0.16* 0.18* 0.24* 0.24* 0.08 0.13 - 
22 0.05 0.16* 0.22* 0.18* 0.17* 0.37* 0.09 0.39* -0.03 0.20* 0.42* 

 

  



 

 

Table 4.3 
Comparisons between Training and Waiting-List Control Condition Using MANCOVA 

 
Training Condition  

(N = 94)  
Control Condition  

(N = 51)  Multivariate Analysis of Covariancea 
Satisfaction With: M (SD)   M (SD)   Mean Square F partial η² 
Job Overall 7.30 (1.19)  7.63 (0.96)  3.48 3.97* 0.03 
Performance Appraisal 3.01 (0.60)  3.00 (0.57)  0.03 0.10 0.00 
Career Opportunities 2.64 (0.62)  2.78 (0.61)  1.23 4.73* 0.04 
Job Security 2.62 (0.72)  2.76 (0.65)  1.48 3.78† 0.03 
Job Content 3.02 (0.78)  3.20 (0.66)  2.40 7.27** 0.05 
Work Setting 3.26 (0.62)  3.27 (0.49)  0.30 1.12 0.01 
Work Pressure 3.23 (0.63)  3.35 (0.63)  0.50 1.78 0.01 
Cooperation with Colleaguesb 2.87 (0.79)  2.86 (0.53)  0.01 0.03 0.00 
Training and Development 3.57 (0.52)   3.53 (0.50)   0.06 0.30 0.00 
Note. Significant training effects are printed in bold. 
a controlled for all facets of job satisfaction at the pre-assessment, age, gender, change scores (T2-T1) of perceived job autonomy, psychological work 
demands, skill discretion, social support from colleagues, and social support from supervisor. 
b the effect also remained non-significant when not controlling for changes in social support from colleagues and social support from supervisor 
† p < .10, *  p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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4.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

 The current study was driven by the question whether personal growth trainings make 

their participants more satisfied with their jobs. We investigated this question in a cluster-

randomized control trial in a sample of youth-care workers who attended a 2-day personal 

growth training (The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People). During this training, employees 

elaborated on what their life, including their working life, would ideally look like. Based on self-

discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), we hypothesized that as employees are encouraged to focus 

on their highest ideals possible as a point of reference when evaluating their current jobs, they 

become more susceptible to over-emphasize the parts of their jobs that deviate from these ideals 

and perceive a greater discrepancy between their ideal and current job. This increases employees’ 

vulnerability to become disappointed, sad or dissatisfied with their current job, thereby resulting 

in more negative evaluations of their job satisfaction. We found support for this hypothesis as 

employees who attended the training reported significantly lower satisfaction with their jobs in 

general, the job content of their career opportunities, and marginally significantly lower 

satisfaction with their job security. Our findings have important implications for research and 

applied contexts.  

 First, our results have important implications for organizations that intend to implement 

personal growth trainings in order to develop their workforce. Organizations should anticipate 

that lower job satisfaction is a possible consequence of this type of training once employees are 

encouraged to compare their current work situation to their highest ideals of what they believe 

their work situation should look like. We want to emphasize that we do not intend to discourage 

organizations from animating their employees to explore and strive for their highest ideals. We 

do, however, want to emphasize that organizations should anticipate and prepare for the possible 

consequences of this process. 

 Second, our findings have important implications for individuals who attend the training 

as well. Programs like the 7 Habits proclaim to have a major edge by putting the person’s core 

(values) first, focusing predominantly on character development, only after which concrete self-

management skills are introduced. Although individuals might have many advantages from 

deeper insights in their own hopes and aspirations (cf. finding their true north), one should be 

aware that the prize of this might be decreasing satisfaction. The latter risk might be lower of 

absent for purely competence-based interventions that focus on the acquisition of specific self-

management skills. 

Third, we found a discrepancy between the lowered satisfaction with one’s own situation 
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and the high satisfaction with the personal growth training. Given that personal growth 

instruments generally encourage a focus on one’s ideals, these findings can provide an 

explanation for the puzzling observation of self-perpetuating self-help cycles. For example, in a 

critical discussion of the self-help industry, Salerno (2005) referred to the ironic finding of a 

market survey conducted by Rodale Inc. which showed that the best predictor of the future 

purchase of a self-help book was the purchase of a self-help book in the past. He pointed out that 

this relationship should be negative rather than positive if the purchase of a first self-help book 

had helped their customers to achieve their desired goal. Based on our findings, we can say that 

by being highly satisfied with the personal growth training while actually being less satisfied 

with one’s situation than before on account of this training, one is likely to turn again to other 

personal growth instruments in the future in order to increase the satisfaction with one’s 

situation. Follow-up interviews with the trainers and managers of the organization where our 

study was conducted indeed revealed that employees expressed a heightened demand for follow-

up trainings after finishing the initial training. 

Fourth, although self-discrepancy theory proved to be useful in making prediction about 

the consequences of the 7 Habits training, there are other unexplored mechanisms that deserve to 

be addressed in future research. For instance, can the effects of the 7 Habits be attributed to the 

feedback that is provided to attendees during the training and if so, to what extent? As 7 Habits 

trainings are usually conducted in group-based manner, the feedback from trainers and group 

members that attendees receive is an essential part of the training. A meta-analysis on the effects 

of feedback interventions on performance showed that this type of intervention becomes less 

effective the more the focus of the training is shifted from task-oriented focus to a person-

oriented focus (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). This observation is consistent with our findings. 

Another topic for future research is to investigate potential cultural differences in training effects. 

For example, has the striving towards personal ideals the same effect in individualistic cultures 

as compared to more collectivistic cultures where collective ideals are more prominent than 

personal ideals? Previous research found initial support for the claim that self-discrepancies have 

different consequences within different cultures (Chan, 1997). Finally, potential moderators of 

the relationship between the 7 Habits training and training outcomes deserve future attention. For 

instance, high levels individual initiatives towards personal growth have been found to be 

associated with lower levels of dejected-related emotions and lower self-discrepancy (Hardin et 

al., 2003). 

 Before concluding, three limitations of our study need to be acknowledged. First, we only 

assessed job satisfaction half a year after the training. Consequently, we cannot provide any 
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information on the long-term development of job satisfaction beyond the initial 6 months after 

the training. Different speculations are possible. For example, job satisfaction might stagnate or 

decrease to even lower levels, potentially motivating employees to leave their current 

organization and seek for employment in a setting that more closely resembles their ideal work 

environment. After an initial decrease in job satisfaction after the training, job satisfaction might 

also show an increase in a long-term perspective. Employees’ realization that their current work 

context does not match their hopes and aspirations may be a stimulus for them to re-negotiate 

their current work or employment relationship within their current organization and bring about 

positive changes to the extent possible within the organization’s situational constraints. More 

research is needed to investigate how the impact of the training on job satisfaction unfolds on the 

long-term.  

 Second, we did not have a manipulation check in our study that shows whether 

employees were made to focus on their ideals by the training and therefore cannot provide direct 

evidence on whether our findings were driven by an increased salience of ideals and heightened 

expectations.  

 Third, even though our study was based on fifteen different work units, we still dealt with 

only one overall organization. More research is needed to assess the extent to which our results 

are generalizable to other samples and settings. More research is clearly needed to assess the 

extent to which our results are generalizable to other samples and settings.  

 These limitations notwithstanding, our study is among the first using a randomized field 

experiment to assess the causal effect of a highly influential personal growth training on different 

dimensions of job satisfaction. Given its high ecological validity, we hope that our study makes a 

strong contribution in the efforts to ground personal growth programs more firmly in empirical 

evidence.
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Do Personal Growth Trainings Increase Innovative Work 

Behavior and Work Performance? 

 

 

 

Abstract 

We investigate the effect of a personal growth training (The 7 habits of highly 

effective people; Covey, 1989) on individual and team-level innovative work 

behavior and work performance. Based on regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 

2000), we expect the training to put individual employees and teams in a 

promotion focus, thereby increasing their engagement in innovative work 

behavior. We further investigate the question whether changes in innovative work 

behavior also translate into changes in individual and team-level work 

performance. To investigate our questions, we conducted a propensity score 

matched field experiment among 161 teachers and administrative/supportive 

workers in a school of vocational training (Study 1) and a cluster-randomized 

control trial among 454 employees in 25 teams in a youth-care organization 

(Study 2). In both organizations, participation in the 2-day personal growth 

training increased participants’ engagement in self-rated innovative work behavior 

on the individual (Study 1; two months after the training) and team-level (Study 2; 

six months after the training) respectively. We found no increases in concurrently 

assessed self-rated measures of individual or team-level work performance. We 

conclude that while personal growth trainings can stimulate employees to do 

things differently, this does not necessarily imply that things will be done better. 
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5.1 Introduction 

The effectiveness of an organization can be measured along various dimensions. For 

modern organizations, creativity and innovativeness is often regarded as critical for their 

sustainable performance and survival (Nystrom, 1990). Consequently, organizations have a 

strong interest in implementing practices that aim at increasing these outcomes. As individual 

employees form the basis for an organization’s overall innovativeness (Amabile, 1988), 

organizational practices have mainly been focused on individuals, with trainings being the 

method most commonly applied (Solomon, 1990). From an organizational viewpoint, it is 

desirable that innovativeness and associated changes do not remain an end in itself but translate 

into increased levels of performance, thereby promoting overall organizational effectiveness. In 

the current study, we investigate the extent to which a personal growth training can enhance 

both, innovative work behavior and work performance. 

 During the last decades, personal growth trainings that aimed at supporting personal 

growth and improving personal effectiveness became a prominent tool for organizational 

development (Lou, 2002; Conger, 1994). However, despite their wide popularity, scientific 

evidence concerning their consequences is largely absent (Yukl, 2010). In the current study, we 

focus on one personal growth training in particular: “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” 

(Covey, 1989). This training is based on a book written by Stephen R. Covey. Today, the book is 

translated into 38 languages, sold more than 25 million times and Franklin Covey, the company 

that owns the rights of the book and training, has offices in 147 countries. Illustrating its impact, 

the book has been ranked among the 25 most important business books ever written by Forbes 

(Ackman, 2002) and Times Magazine (Gandel, 2011).  The program has a strong focus on the 

necessity of “being proactive” and on seeking for novel solutions to problems by creating 

“synergy” within teams. However, not different from various other programs of this type, this 

program has neither undergone scientific evaluation (Norcross et al., 2005) nor is it built 

systematically on scientific research findings. Consequently, we consider it important to learn 

more about its mechanisms and outcomes within organizations (i.e, Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). 

Based on regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1998), we expect that personal growth trainings with 

a focus on personal growth and advancement will put individuals in a promotion focus, thereby 

increasing their engagement in innovative work behavior. However, new work practices that are 

invented as a result of the training do not necessarily have to translate into better work 

performance. Therefore, we also investigate the extent to which the training is able to improve 

the work performance of individuals and teams, the extent to which it makes them “highly 

effective”. 



Innovative Work Behavior and Work Performance 
 

85 

 To investigate our research question, we conducted a propensity matched field 

experiment among 162 teachers and administrative workers of a Dutch school of vocational 

training (Study 1). To replicate and extend initial findings, we also draw on data of a cluster-

randomized control trial we conducted among 454 employees clustered in 25 treatment units of a 

Dutch youth care organization (Study 2). Participants in the experimental condition of both 

organizations attended a two-day training in the 7 Habits. 

 In the next section, we introduce the personal growth training on which we focus in this 

study. After that, we will argue why this training is likely to put individuals in a promotion focus, 

and elaborate on our expected consequences of this for innovative work behavior and work 

performance. 

5.1.1 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

The program “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s ends and taking care of the means that help in 

achieving them (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’). The 7 Habits present a model 

(‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are expected to increase in their personal 

effectiveness once they move from a state of being dependent on others to being independent 

from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first 

three habits focus on increasing personal control and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by 

determining personal passions, values and goals (Habit 2: “Begin with the end in mind.”) and by 

engaging in time management to prioritize daily activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first 

things first”). The first three habits are referred to as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to 

six, individuals are supposed to learn to build mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think 

win-win”), engage in empathic listening (Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood”) and strive for creative cooperation within their social context (Habit 6: 

“Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen 

the saw”) is presented as a necessity for both general effectiveness and the ability to progress on 

all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of physical, mental, social and spiritual needs and 

by continuously striving for personal growth. 

5.1.2 Regulatory Focus Theory, Promotion Focus and Innovative Work Behavior 

 According to regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1998, 2000), individuals’ search for the 

experience of pleasure and the avoidance of pain is reflected in the self-regulatory system in two 
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ways: a promotion focus and a prevention focus. In a promotion focus, individuals are focused 

on the attainment of positive outcomes, seek for growth, advancement, and accomplishments and 

are working towards approaching gains and pleasures (Higgins, 1998, 2000). In a prevention 

focus, individuals are focused on the prevention of negative outcomes, care about responsibilities 

and duties, have stronger security needs and are working towards avoiding losses and pain 

(Higgins, 1998, 2000). Previous research related both foci to various outcomes like task 

motivation (Roney, Higgins, & Shah, 1995), decision-making behavior (Levine, Higgins, & 

Choi, 2000), and persuasion (Cesario, Grant & Higgins, 2004).In addition, replicated evidence 

across multiple designs, populations and measures in the self-regulation and creativity literature 

shows that a promotion focus facilitates creative thinking and innovative problem solving (Baas, 

De Dreu, Nijstad, 2008; Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Friedman & Förster, 2001; Lanaj, Chu-Hsiang, 

Chang, & Johnson, 2012; Neubert et al., 2008). A recent meta-analysis showed that 53.8% of the 

variance in innovative performance can be accounted for by a work promotion focus (for a meta-

analysis, see Lanaj, Chu-Hsiang, Chang, & Johnson, 2012). Previous research elaborated on 

multiple reasons for this relationship. For example, individuals in a promotion focus have been 

shown to explore their environment more intensely (Friedman & Foerster, 2001), thereby 

increasing their chances of attaining novel discoveries and insights. In addition, individuals in a 

promotion focus are more open for new experiences and changes (Yen, Chao, & Lin, 2011), a 

characteristics that is essential when experimenting with new work practices. Moreover, it has 

been shown that a promotion focus leads to a greater preference for risk (Crowe and Higgins, 

1997), which is needed when exploring new work practices that might bear unknown outcomes.    

5.1.3 Personal Growth Work and Increased Promotion Focus Orientation 

We expect that exercises aimed at self-improvement during the 7 Habits program, which 

is directed towards personal growth and development, are likely to put individuals in a 

promotion focus. During the second module of the program (Habit 2: Begin with the End in 

Mind), participants are encouraged to explore what is important for them in life and to define 

their future goals. To facilitate this process, individuals are instructed to engage in a couple of 

different self-exploratory exercises. These can entail, for example, the assembly of a graphical 

collage of their life or the engagement in a Q-sort like task that involves the prioritizing of 

multiple personal values and ideals. This process shall result in a Personal Mission Statement 

which is an expression of their core values, their hopes and aspirations. From that moment on, 

this statement is supposed to guide individuals’ decision-making with regard to their aspired 

achievements in life. 
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 Supporting our argument, these exercises show close similarities to experimental 

inductions that aim at putting individuals in a promotion focus. These inductions usually entail 

free-writing tasks about what individuals would ideally like to do in life (Freitag & Higgins, 

2002; Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994) or a reflection on their past achievements and 

progress towards their hopes and aspirations (Higgins, et al., 2001). Moreover, individuals’ 

promotion focus is also likely to be strengthened by other modules of the training. In the first 

module (Habit 1: Be Proactive), individuals are encouraged to solve their problems in a pro-

active (i.e., promotion focused) manner. In addition, the sixth module (Habit 6: Synergize) 

stresses the need for creative problem solving within groups in order to become more effective, 

which sets the stage for an organizational climate that is supportive of innovative behavior  (c.f., 

Amabile et al., 1996). Based on our previous arguments that innovative work behavior is likely 

to be stimulated by a promotion focus and a supportive climate for innovativeness, we 

hypothesize: Employees who participate in the 7 Habits training increase in their self-rated 

innovative work behavior, as compared to a control condition. 

5.1.4 Are Personal Growth Trainings Improving Work Performance? 

 Organizations that implement personal growth trainings like the 7 Habits with the 

intention of making their workforce more effective are likely to expect increases in work 

performance. However, there is no empirical evidence from controlled experimental trials 

supporting the association between personal growth trainings and work performance. One might 

wonder whether increases in innovative work behavior that result from personal growth trainings 

translate into increased work performance. With other words, are innovations that are stimulated 

by the 7 Habits training performance enhancing? We treat this question as an exploratory 

question to gauge the utility of changes in innovative work behavior that are potentially 

influenced by the training: Does participation in the 7 Habits training increase self-rated work 

performance, as compared to a control condition? 

5.1.5 Overview over the Present Research 

 We investigate our research question in two different studies. In the first study, we used a 

propensity matched field experiment within a school of vocational training to test for individual 

changes in innovative work behavior and work performance among teachers and 

administrative/supportive workers. In the second study, we aim to replicate at extend the findings 

of our first study by utilizing a cluster-randomized control design in a different organization 

among individuals performing different work. Moreover, we change the focus to the team level. 
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We measure the extent to which youth-care workers in a youth-care organization perceive their 

team to perform more innovative work behavior and to show more work performance. 

5.2 Study 1 

 In our first study, we investigate the effect of a two-day personal growth training in the 7 

Habits on individual-level increases in their self-rated innovative work behavior and work 

performance. 

5.2.1 Method 

5.2.1.1 Sample, Procedure and Trainings 

 Our sample consisted of 162 teachers and administrative/supportive staff from a school of 

vocational training which has about 1000 employees who are spread across 10 locations. This 

organization started to implement the 7 Habits training to develop and improve their workforce. 

About one year before our current data collection took place, all managers of this organizations 

were trained in the 7 Habits program. These training initiatives were followed up by open-

enrolment possibilities for all employees for a two-day 7 Habits training. These possibilities were 

given for employees in two locations of this organization. In total, 27 employees replied the 

internal organizational announcement and enrolled for the training. Trainings were conducted in-

house on two consecutive days. Trainings were given by a licensed facilitator from Franklin 

Covey Netherlands. The training followed the usual training protocol. 

We used propensity score matching to sample a control condition from the rest of the 

organization. This sample was matched to the experimental condition in terms of age, gender, 

tenure and function (teacher vs. administrative staff). We oversampled with a radio of 1:5 to 

increase the power of our statistical analyses. We used the software package R (R Core Team, 

2013) with the module MatchIt (Ho, Imai, King, & Stuart, 2011) to conduct our sampling 

procedure. A description of the sample can be found in Table 5.1. Both conditions did neither 

differ with respect to the matching variables nor their pre-measures on innovative work behavior 

nor their pre-measures on work performance. 
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Table 5.1 
Comparisons between Training and Control Condition at Baseline (Study 1) 

 Training Condition  Control Condition 
  M SD   M SD 
Age 45.93 8.67  44.59 10.40 
Tenure 9.82 6.67  9.17 7.01 
Gender (1=female) 73%   70%  

Function (0=teacher; 1=supporting staff) 
38%   46%  

      
Innovative Work Behavior 3.30 0.86  3.25 1.10 
Work Performance 3.90 0.58  3.98 0.51 
Note. None of the differences between both conditions at baseline reached significance. 

 

All measurements were conducted by self-measures as, after the relatively short period of 

two months after the training, individual employees themselves are probably the best sources to 

report any behavioral changes that might, for example, not yet be perceived consistently in their 

social context. The experimental condition received the pre-measurement on the morning of their 

first training day (96% response). The post-measurement was distributed two months later by 

email and was filled in online (88% response of respondents at baseline). The control condition 

received both questionnaires by email and filled them in online. Due to practical constraints, the 

pre-measurement for the control condition was distributed two-weeks after the experimental 

condition received their last training-day. At the baseline measurement, 46% of the participants 

in the control condition filled in their questionnaire. Of those participants, 65% also responded at 

the post-measurement. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that neither non-

response nor attrition was selective with respect to age, gender, tenure and function. Moreover, 

attrition did not depend on baseline scores on innovative work behavior or work performance. 

5.2.1.2 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, it is important that the integrity of our 

experimental design remains after drop-out after the baseline assessment (T1). Examining 

baseline differences (T1) between training and control condition among those employees who 

also participated at the follow-up measurement (T2), we found no significant differences with 

respect to age, tenure, gender, job function, innovative work behavior or work performance. 

Consequently, we conclude that the integrity of the experimental design remained from the 

baseline assessment (T1) to the follow-up assessment (T2). 
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5.2.1.3 Measures 

Innovative Work Behavior was measured with self-ratings by using a 9-item scale by 

Janssen (2000) that taps on three sub-dimensions: idea generation, mobilizing support for ideas 

and idea implementation. The scale showed high internal reliability (α > 0.87 across both 

waves). 

Work Performance was measured with self-ratings by using a 6-item scale which was 

based on items by Goodman & Svyantek (1999). An example item is “You are achieving the 

objectives of your job”. All items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree”. The scale showed high internal reliability (α > 0.95 across both waves). 

5.2.2 Results 

The intercorrelations, means and standard deviations of the study’s variables can be found 

in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations Among Study Variables (Study 1) 
    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1 Interventiona -        
2 Age 0.06 -       
3 Genderb 0.03 -0.04 -      
4 Tenure 0.04 0.47** 0.06 -     
5 IWB (T1) 0.02 -0.02 -0.26* 0.03 (0.88)    
6 IWB (T2) 0.23 † -0.04 -0.19 0.12 0.78** (0.90)   
7 WP (T1) -0.07 0.00 0.05 0.03 0.38** 0.28* (0.96)  
8 WP (T2) -0.02 -0.13 -0.07 -0.13 0.24† 0.28* 0.52** (0.96) 
          
M  44.94 9.34 0.71 3.26 3.31 3.95 4.00 
SD  9.96 6.90 0.46 1.03 1.08 0.53 0.50 
M (training)  45.93 9.82 0.73 3.30 3.66 3.90 3.99 
SD (training)  8.67 6.67 0.45 0.86 0.95 0.58 0.36 
M (control)  44.59 9.17 0.70 3.25 3.13 3.98 4.00 
SD (control)  10.40 7.01 0.46 1.10 1.11 0.51 0.56 
Note. N = 60 – 103. Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures. Two-tailed 
tests. IWB=innovative work behavior, WP=work performance. 
a 0=control condition, 1=training condition. 
b1=female.  
† p < .10,* p < .05, ** p < .01. 
 

To account for the correlations between innovative work behavior and work performance, 

we performed a one-way MANCOVA. We estimated the difference between the waiting-list 

control condition and the training condition on innovative work behavior and work performance 

at our post-assessment. We controlled for both baseline scores on each dependent variable. The 
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results of our analyses can be found in Table 5.3. 

 

Table 5.3 
Comparisons Between Training and Waiting-List Control Condition at the Post-Assessment 
Using MANCOVA (Study 1) 

 
Training Condition  

(N = 23)  
Control Condition  

(N = 37)  
Multivariate Analysis of 

Covariancea 
  M (SD)   M (SD)   Mean Square F partial η² 
IWB 3.67 (0.97)  3.14 (1.12)  3.32 7.86** 0.12 
WP 3.99 (0.37)  4.05 (0.55)  0.05 0.30 0.01 
Note. Significant training effects are printed in bold. 
a controlled for innovative work behavior and work performance at baseline. 
IWB=innovative work behavior, WP=work performance. 
*  p < .05, ** p < .01. 
 

We found a significant multivariate effect for the two dependent variables as a group on 

the condition employees were in (Wilks’ λ = 0.85, F(2, 55) = 4.69, p < .05, partial eta squared = 

0.15). We find support for Hypothesis 5.1. Employees who attended the personal growth training 

engage in more self-rated innovative work behavior, compared to a control condition (3.67 vs. 

4.14, F(1,60) = 7.86, p < .01, partial eta squared = 0.12). The training had no effect on self-rated 

work performance. 

5.2.3 Discussion 

 Study 1 found initial support for our hypothesis that the 7 Habits training increases 

individuals’ engagement in innovative work behavior. However, this increase in innovativeness 

seems not to translate to increases in work performance. Thus, even though employees reported 

that they increasingly developed and implemented new work practices to improve their work, 

this seems not to be reflected in an increased individual work performance. Yet, there may be a 

team effect. Regulatory focus theory has not only implications for individuals but also for teams. 

It is not only individuals who can differ in their promotion of prevention focus, but also teams’ 

foci can differ along these dimensions (Shin, 2014). In Study 2, we aim to replicate and extend 

the findings of Study 1 by testing whether results on the individual-level can be generalized to 

the team-level. 

5.3 Study 2 

 To replicate and extend our previous findings, we investigated our research question 

within a different organization that also implemented the 7 Habits training in order to improve 

their workforce. In this organization, we implemented a cluster-randomized control trial with a 
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waiting-list control condition. However, different from the previous study, innovativeness and 

performance were not measured on the individual but on the team level (as perceived by 

individual team members). This study allows us to deal with one of the major limitations of the 

previous study. Even though propensity matching led to comparable experimental and control 

conditions with respect to our key variables in Study 1, self-selection mechanisms on the 

individual-level might still provide alternative explanations. It is possible that individuals with a 

tendency towards more innovative work approaches were more attracted towards signing in on a 

training that claims to improve their general effectiveness. By random assignment to either the 

training or the control condition we can rule this alternative explanation out. 

5.3.1 Method 

5.3.1.1 Setting and Sample 

The current study was conducted in a Dutch youth care organization with a total work-

force of approximately 650 employees. This non-profit organization is subsidized by the Dutch 

government and operates on 20 sites across the Netherlands. The organization’s main mission is 

to provide care and treatment to children and adolescents with psychosocial, psychological or 

behavioral problems. Often, these problems are related to difficult family situations. 

Consequently, this organization adopts a system approach and draws on a wide set of different 

treatment methods to be able to respond to different problem situations. Their treatments are 

clustered into day-care centers (treatments offered on-site), ambulant care (clients come to the 

organization’s offices for regular support and guidance), and 24-hour care (children or 

adolescents who temporarily need to leave their homes due to, for example, family problems 

move into one of the treatment locations and receive 24 hour guidance and care). Moreover, the 

foster care departments deal with matching children or adolescents with foster families and 

support their further development. Embedded in cooperative relationships with colleagues, the 

two major work tasks consist of (1) interactions with clients and the provision of care and 

treatments and (2) administrative tasks such as writing treatment reports. In general, the 

organization can be considered as a non-competitive environment with a flat hierarchical 

structure. The majority of the workforce consists of female part-time employees who have a 

higher education in pedagogical studies. 

Our sample consisted of 454 youth care workers, clustered in 25 departments (87% 

female; age: M = 39.59, SD = 10.48; tenure: M = 9.72, SD = 7.70; working hours per week: M = 

26.92, SD = 7.87). On average, work units had a size of 17.56 (SD = 13.15) employees. In total, 

333 employees (73%) participated at our baseline assessment. Of those, 175 employees (53%) 
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also participated at our follow-up assessment. Each department can be seen as an autonomous 

working unit that either works within an own office space in the same building (ambulant and 

home-care) or in an own treatment location spread across the Netherlands (daycare and 24 hours 

care). As a result, cooperation between departments is limited which minimizes spillover-effects 

between experimental and control condition. 

5.3.1.2 Nonresponse and Attrition Analysis 

We performed a nonresponse analysis for our baseline assessment (T1) by regressing 

employees’ response on the baseline assessment (1=response; 0=nonresponse) on their age, 

tenure and gender. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed that older employees 

were more likely to participate at the baseline assessment (b = 0.04, p < .01; 40.57 vs. 35.98). To 

assess the extent to which participants selectively stopped participating after the first assessment, 

we regressed employees’ attrition after the baseline assessment (1=attrition; 0=non-attrition) on 

their age, tenure, gender and the pre-scores of their team innovative work behavior, team 

performance and individual performance. Logistic regression with backward elimination showed 

that younger respondents were more likely to drop out (b = -0.03; p < .01; 42.19 vs. 38.79). 

Our nonresponse and attrition analysis suggests that older employees were more likely to 

respond at the baseline assessment (T1) and less likely to drop out thereafter. Consequently, our 

results slightly over-represent older employees of our initial sample. There was no evidence 

found of selective attrition depending on the pre-scores of their team innovative work behavior, 

team performance and individual performance. 

5.3.1.3 Randomization Procedure 

We randomized all departments into a training and control (waiting-list) condition. As we 

wanted to avoid any spillover-effects between training and control condition, we planned our 

experiment in a way that managers exclusively supervised either departments in the experimental 

condition or departments in the control condition. As a result, we had to allocate departments to 

either experimental or control condition depending on their respective manager. Before our 

baseline assessments took place, the 25 departments were led by 15 managers. On average, each 

manager led three departments (SD = 1.07). To assure that department types, regions where 

departments were located and number of employees were equally distributed across training and 

control condition, we applied randomization by minimization to balance our two conditions on 

these criteria. In total, this led to15 departments in the experimental condition and 10 

departments in the control condition. During the course of the field experiment, two departments 
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in the control condition accidentally received the training due to a scheduling mistake (two 24 

hours-care departments). To compensate for potential reductions in sample size in the control 

condition, two departments that did not yet receive their baseline assessment and that matched in 

type and size were put on the waiting-list and moved to the control condition. Due to 

administrative necessities, employees knew in which condition they were before filling in their 

baseline questionnaires. This was not avoidable as training sessions had to be planned before we 

could assessed our baseline questionnaires, to give the organization enough time to fit the 

trainings in employees’ working schedules and to arrange replacements for their absences due to 

the training. 

5.3.1.4 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, successful randomization that leads to 

comparable conditions is essential. To assess the internal validity of our randomization and 

experimental design we test, first, to what extent training and control condition differ at baseline 

(T1), and second, to what extent drop-out at the follow-up assessment (T2) led to unbalanced 

training and control conditions.  

At baseline, our data shows that the randomization led to comparable conditions. We 

found no significant differences concerning age, tenure, type of employment contract, gender, 

and baseline measures of team innovative work behavior, team performance and individual 

performance (Table 5.4). 
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Table 5.4 
Comparisons between Experimental and Control Condition at Baseline (Study 2) 
 Training Condition  Control Condition 
  M SD   M SD 
Age 39.26 10.87  40.11 10.80 
Tenure 9.54 7.76  10.02 7.63 

Gender 86%   89%  
      
Contract Type      

   Hourly 6.3%   4.2%  
   Intern (temporary) 2.2%   3.0%  
   Temporary 8.5%   6.0%  
   Permanent 83.0%   86.7%  
      
      
Team Innovative Work Behavior (baseline) 3.60 0.60  3.59 0.52 
Team Performance (baseline) 5.36 0.76  5.42 0.75 
Individual Performance (baseline) 5.52 0.75   5.63 0.64 
Note. None of the differences between both conditions at baseline reached significance. 

 

Of those participants who participated at the baseline assessment (T1), 53% also 

participated at the follow-up assessment (T2). Further analysis is needed to test whether the 

integrity of our experimental design remains after drop-out after the baseline assessment (T1). 

Examining baseline differences (T1) between training and control condition among those 

employees who also participated at the follow-up measurement (T2), we found no significant 

differences with respect to age, tenure, gender, type of employment contract, working hours per 

week, team innovative work behavior, team performance or individual performance. 

Consequently, we conclude that the integrity of the experimental design remained from the 

baseline assessment (T1) to the follow-up assessment (T2). 

5.3.1.5 Training, Training Schedule and Analysis of Non-Participation 

 Trainings were given by two of three senior employees of the youth care organization 

who were trained and licensed by Franklin Covey Netherland to give the 7 Habits training. Two 

of the trainers held management positions prior to their role as intra-organizational 7 Habits 

trainer, the third trainer combined the trainer role with the function of a coach who is supporting 

employees with work related problems. 

 The 7 Habit trainings were given in a two-day workshop, with a two-week time interval 

between the two training days. Almost all trainings were given outside of employees' everyday 
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working environment in a training space which the organization specifically created for in-house 

trainings. In general, employees of the same department participated in trainings together as one 

group. When training capacities allowed, additional training days were scheduled for employees 

who missed parts of the training. The organization used official training materials that were 

customized in their design to be consistent with the corporate color scheme. Moreover, some of 

the exercises were adapted to include real-life examples of the organization’s common work 

practice. None of these adaptations altered any of the core aspects of the training and the usual 

training protocol was followed. 

The trainings that are relevant for the present study were implemented in 2011 and 2012. 

Due to limited training capacities, trainings were provided throughout the year. The planning of 

the trainings did not follow any systematic pattern and can be considered random. Participants in 

the control condition were informed that they will receive the training at a later time point and 

were placed on a waiting list. In this organization, employee training and development is a 

standard part of the usual organizational working life. As a result, we do not expect employees in 

the experimental condition to feel that they received any preferred treatment or that simply 

attending “a training” had a strong impact on them. Moreover, it was clearly communicated to 

employees that training allocation depended on chance. At the post-assessment, we asked 

employees to rate their attitude concerning the training content (1: very negative to 5: very 

positive; M = 4.07, SD = 0.52). From all employees who attended the training and responded to 

our questionnaire at T2, 89.90% evaluated the training content positive or very positive, 10.10% 

neutral and no one negatively. 

Due to a tight scheduling of some of the trainings for the control condition and some late 

responses, 8.6% of the employees in the control condition who filled in the follow-up 

questionnaire already finished the first of their two training-days. On average, those employees 

filled in the follow-up questionnaire 3.83 days after they attended the first half of their training 

(SD = 2.99).  

 In addition and due to various reasons like scheduling difficulties or absences, some 

employees in the experimental condition could not attend the training before the follow-up 

assessment (T2) took place. In total, 73% of all employees in the experimental condition finished 

their training before the follow-up assessment took place. For those employees in the 

experimental condition who filled in the follow-up questionnaire (T2), we tested for selection 

effects on non-participation at the training by regressing non-participation (1=training 

completed; 0=training uncompleted) on their age, tenure, gender and their pre-scores of team 

innovative work behavior, team performance and individual performance. Logistic regression 
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with backward elimination indicated that none of these factors predicted training completion. To 

ensure that a potential selection bias from actual training completion does not impair the validity 

of our experimental design, we used complete randomized experimental and control groups to 

conduct our analyses (intention-to-treat analysis; Cook and Campbell, 1979). 

5.3.1.6 Measures 

Team Innovative Work Behavior was measured with self-ratings by using a 4-item scale 

which was based on items by Zhou and George (2001). An example item is “My team has new 

and innovative ideas”. All items were rated on a 5-points scale ranging from “(almost) never” to 

“(almost) always”. The scale showed high internal reliability (α > 0.87 across both waves). 

Team Work Performance was measured with self-ratings by using a 9-item scale by Hoegl 

and Gemuenden (2001). An example item is “The results of our team are of high quality”. All 

items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The 

scale showed high internal reliability (α > 0.87 across both waves). 

Individual Work Performance was measured with self-ratings by using a 6-item scale 

which was based on items by Goodman & Svyantek (1999). An example item is “You are 

achieving the objectives of your job”. All items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The scale showed high internal reliability (α > 0.81 

across both waves). 

5.3.2 Results 

Variance component analysis showed that only between 2% to 8% of the variance of our 

depend variables was explained on the work unit level. 

Due to the low variance on the work unit level, we conducted non-nested analyses7. To 

account for the correlations between our three dependent variables (Table 5.5), we performed a 

MANCOVA. We estimated the differences between the training and waiting-list control 

condition on their team innovative work behavior, team work performance and individual work 

performance at our post-assessment. We controlled for all of the baseline scores of each of the 

dependent variables. The results of our analyses can be found in Table 5.6. 

We found a significant multivariate effect for the three dependent variables as a group on 

the training condition (Wilks’ λ = 0.89, F(3, 165) = 6.81, p < .01, partial eta squared = 0.11). We 

also find again support for Hypothesis 5.1. Participation at the personal growth training resulted 

                         

7 We also ran all of our analyses with the software package MLwIN 2.27 (Rabash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2009), 
accounting for employees’ being clustered within departments and for each of the dependent variables separately. Accounting for 
the nestedness did not lead to different conclusions with respect to our findings. 
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in higher self-rated innovative work behavior (on the team-level), compared to a control 

condition (3.70 vs. 3.46, F(1,167) = 10.52, p < .01, partial eta squared = 0.06). Again, the 

training had no effect on self-rated work performance, neither on the team-level nor on the 

individual-level which was taken along in Study 2. 

 

Table 5.5 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations Between Study Variables (Study 2) 
    1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 
1. Interventiona -          
2. Age -0.04 -         
3. Gender (1=female) -0.05 -0.20* -        
4. Tenure -0.03 0.61 -0.10 -       
5. Team IWB (T1) 0.01 0.10 -0.06 0.09 (0.89)      
6. Team IWB (T2) 0.17* -0.04 -0.08 0.06 0.50* (0.91)     
7. Team WP (T1) -0.04 0.09 -0.17* 0.08 0.41* 0.28* (0.88)    
8. Team WP (T2) -0.09 0.05 -0.06 0.00 0.20* 0.49* 0.48* (0.91)   
9. Individual WP (T1) -0.07 0.08 0.02 0.01 0.13* 0.15* 0.19* 0.19* (0.87)  
10. Individual WP (T2) 0.00 -0.04 0.07 -0.12 0.17* 0.20* 0.18* 0.27* 0.57* (0.82) 
            
M  39.59 0.87 9.72 3.59 3.61 5.38 5.49 5.56 5.67 
SD  10.84 0.33 7.70 0.57 0.61 0.76 0.80 0.72 0.59 
M (training condition)  39.26 0.86 9.54 3.60 3.69 5.36 5.44 5.52 5.68 
SD (training condition)  10.87 0.35 7.76 0.60 0.63 0.76 0.86 0.75 0.57 
M (control condition)  40.12 0.89 10.02 3.59 3.47 5.42 5.58 5.63 5.67 
SD (control condition)  10.80 0.31 7.63 0.52 0.56 0.75 0.68 0.64 0.62 
Note. N = 173 – 445. Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures. Two-
tailed tests.  
IWB=innovative work behavior, WP=work performance. 
a 0=control condition, 1=training condition. 
† p < .10,* p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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Table 5.6 
Comparisons Between Training and Waiting-List Control Condition at the Post-Assessment 
Using MANCOVA (Study 2) 

 
Training Condition  

(N = 111)  
Control Condition  

(N = 61)  Multivariate Analysis of Covariancea 
  M (SD)   M (SD)   Mean Square F partial η² 
Team IWB 3.70 (0.65)  3.46 (0.56)  2.93 10.52** 0.06 
Team WP 5.45 (0.85)  5.65 (0.60)  0.55 1.19 0.01 
Individual 
WP 5.68 (0.57)  5.68 (0.62)  0.05 0.22 0.00 
Note. Significant training effects are printed in bold. 
IWB=innovative work behavior, WP=work performance. 
a controlled for team innovative work behavior, team performance and individual performance at 
baseline 
† p < .10, *  p < .05, ** p < .01 

5.3.3 Discussion 

 The results of Study 2 mirror the effects we found in Study 1. Specifically, we found an 

increase in team-level innovative work behavior (supporting Hypothesis 5.1) but no increase in 

individual- or team-level work performance. Our findings in Study 2 suggest that teams are 

perceived by individuals as becoming more innovative in their approach towards solving work 

related problems. However, these new approaches seem not to increase their perception of team 

performance. Consequently, whereas the 7 Habits training might stimulate teams to try out new 

work practices, those practice do not necessarily translate into improved team performance. 

5.4 General Discussion 

 Our guiding question was whether the 7 Habits trainings could make individuals and 

teams “highly effective”. Our study provides mixed evidence concerning this claim. On the one 

hand, our study showed that  – at least in the perception of the respondents themselves - 

participation of the 7 Habits training showed an increased engagement in innovative work 

behavior, which is often seen as an essential aspect for the performance and survival of modern 

organizations (Nystrom, 1990). On the other hand, these innovative behaviors seem not to 

translate into an increase in self-rated measures of work performance, thereby posing questions 

concerning the practical benefits of the innovations and changes that were stimulated by the 

training. With other words, employees report that they are more likely to do things different after 

the training, but not that they do things better. Future research is needed to answer the question 

whether or under what conditions increases in innovative work behavior that result from personal 

growth trainings also translate into increased work performance. 

 Our study has a number of strengths. First, our study showed that findings were robust 
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across two different organizations, among different job functions, and on both individual and 

team level. Second, our findings stayed robust within different research designs, of which one 

was a randomized field experiment. Third, we used different measurement instruments to test our 

hypotheses, thereby reducing the risk of measurement biases of specific instruments driving the 

effects. 

 However, our study also has a number of limitations. First, we measured innovative work 

behavior and performance with self-ratings rather than with supervisor-ratings or objective 

measures. Consequently, one could argue that improvements in scores were due to social 

desirability. Individuals might rate their innovativeness and performance as more favorable to 

conform to the training’s expectations of becoming “highly effective”. However, our data 

provides evidence that speaks against this claim for the following reason. If individuals had been 

responsive to the training’s expectations of becoming “highly effective”, they had been just as 

likely, or even more likely, to also rate their own work performance more positively after the 

training. However, our data do not support this expectation, thereby refuting the claim that 

individuals evaluated themselves more positively in overall terms just to conform to the training 

expectations. 

 Second, we only re-assessed the dependent variables two months (Study 1) and six 

months (Study 2) after the trainings were implemented. One could assert that innovations always 

bear risks and might need time to develop into performance enhancing practices. In line with this 

assertion, the rhetoric in personal growth trainings often goes that growth and change needs time. 

This might be true. However, one might pose the question how long an organization can be 

expected to wait until increases in work performance become visible after the implementation of 

a personal growth training. 

Third, we did not measure individuals’ promotion or prevention focus directly. 

Consequently, although consistent with our observations, we cannot show whether a promotion 

focus was driving the effect or whether, for example, individuals’ adherence to the training 

instructions to be more “proactive” and to “synergize” alone was driving the effect on different 

mediating pathways. Another potential explanation can be provided by findings from another 

chapter of this dissertation. In Chapter 3, we showed that employees who participated at a 

personal growth training decreased in the satisfaction with their job in general and their job 

content and career opportunities in particular. Based on previous research which showed that job 

dissatisfaction can lead to creativity as an expression of voice (Zhou & George, 2001), 

innovative work behavior could potentially be explained as a response of employees to an 

increased dissatisfaction with jobs after training attendance. Fourth, even though we could 
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generalize our findings across two different organizations among different job functions, more 

research is needed to assess whether our findings also generalize across other settings (e.g., for 

profit organizations). 

 Our study provides a number of openings for future research. First, future research can 

benefit from investigating the role of different moderating variables. For example, is the training 

having the same effects for non-managerial and managerial personnel? Second, our finding that 

increases in innovative work behavior did not go along with increases in work performance 

needs further attention. It is important to note that performance may be independent of 

innovation, as it might be that performance depends on a large set of context conditions that are 

beyond the discretion of individual employees. Future research is needed to investigate whether 

or under what conditions personal growth trainings will also result in improved work 

performance.
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Do Personal Growth Trainings Neutralize Organizational Efforts 

to Reduce Employee Absenteeism? 

 

 

 

Abstract 

In the current study, we investigate the link between employees’ participation in a 

personal growth training (The 7 habits of highly effective people; Covey, 1989) 

and their subsequent absenteeism. We conducted a cluster-randomized control 

trial among 454 employees clustered in 25 treatment units of a youth care 

organization that implemented several HR practices to reduce absenteeism during 

the period of our study. Unrelated to their efforts to reduce absenteeism, this 

organization also implemented the personal growth training to increase the 

general effectiveness of their workforce. To test for training effects on subsequent 

absenteeism, we estimated a cox proportional hazard model (Cox & Oakes, 1984; 

Mills, 2010) on 1185 attendance spells from between January 2008 to August 

2013. Whereas absenteeism rates dropped in the waiting-list control condition, no 

significant changes were observed in the training condition. For the period of five 

months after the training, training participants had a 1.51 times higher likelihood 

to call in sick compared to employees in the waiting-list control condition. Our 

results show that the personal growth training might lead to unintended 

consequences by neutralizing concurrent efforts to reduce absenteeism. 
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6.1 Introduction 

Reducing absenteeism is a central concern of many organizations, as high rates of 

absenteeism often go along with both lower employee effectiveness and higher organizational 

costs (Harrison & Martocchio, 1998). In the current study, we focus on an organization that 

implemented several HR practices to reduce absenteeism during our study period. In addition, 

and unrelated to direct efforts to reduce absenteeism, this organization implemented a personal 

growth training to increase the general effectiveness of their workforce. We show that a training 

that initially has been implemented to promote employees’ general effectiveness and personal 

growth might lead to unintended consequences by neutralizing concurrent efforts to reduce 

absenteeism. We propose that personal growth trainings that aim at increasing personal 

effectiveness can, against initial intuition, prevent a reduction in employees’ sick leave calling, 

by strengthening employees’ self-concern and their perceived legitimacy of absenteeism. 

 Originally, personal growth trainings have been most prominent in the field of leadership 

development. They are based on the assumption that individuals have to engage in personal 

growth work in order to become leaders (Conger, 1993). Often, these trainings consist of a 

combination of introspective and experiential tasks that focus on trainees' own personal growth. 

Recently, these trainings have been extended to increase the general effectiveness of non-

supervisory personnel. Despite their widespread use and despite broad scholarly consensus that 

more evidence-based management practices are needed to avoid negative or unexpected 

consequences (Pfeffer, 2006; Kellerman, 2012), there is little scientific evidence on the 

effectiveness of personal growth trainings (Yukl, 2010). To the best of our knowledge, ours is the 

first study to investigate the effects of a personal growth training with a cluster-randomized 

control trial within an organization. 

 The current study contributes to the creation of a better evidence base for management 

practices by focusing on one specific and popular personal growth training: “The 7 Habits of 

Highly Effective People”. This training is based on a book written by Stephen R. Covey. Today, 

the book is translated into 38 languages, sold more than 25 million times and Franklin Covey, the 

company that owns the rights of the book and training, has offices in 147 countries. Illustrating 

its impact, the book has been ranked among the 25 most important business books ever written 

by Forbes (Ackman, 2002) and Times Magazine (Gandel, 2011). Despite its popularity, it has 

neither undergone scientific evaluation (Norcross et al., 2005) nor is it built systematically on 

scientific research findings. 

 In the present study, we investigate the effect of the 7 Habits training on absenteeism. We 

conducted a cluster-randomized control trial among 454 employees clustered in 25 treatment 

units of a youth care organization which are spread across the Netherlands. Between 2011 and 
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2012, this organization implemented practices to reduce absenteeism and the 7 Habits training to 

improve the general effectiveness of their workforce. To test for training effects, we performed 

event history analyses on 1185 attendance spells from between January 2008 to August 2013. 

 We first outline the organizational setting and HR practices implemented to reduce 

absenteeism. After that, we will introduce the main elements of the 7 habits program. We then 

develop testable hypotheses on the training program’s impact on sick leave decisions. This is 

followed by a section on the research design, results, and a conclusion section. 

6.1.1 Organizational Setting and Implemented HR Practices for Absenteeism Reduction 

The current study was conducted in a Dutch youth care organization with a total work-

force of approximately 650 employees. This non-profit organization is subsidized by the Dutch 

government and operates on 20 sites across the Netherlands. The organization’s main mission is 

to provide care and treatment to children and adolescents with psychosocial, psychological or 

behavioral problems. Often, these problems are related to difficult family situations. 

Consequently, this organization adopts a system approach and draws on a wide set of different 

treatment methods to be able to respond to different problem situations. Their treatments are 

clustered into day-care centers (treatments offered on-site), ambulant care (clients come to the 

organization’s offices for regular support and guidance), and 24-hour care (children or 

adolescents who temporarily need to leave their homes due to, for example, family problems 

move into one of the treatment locations and receive 24 hour guidance and care). Moreover, the 

foster care departments deal with matching children or adolescents with foster families and 

support their further development. Embedded in cooperative relationships with colleagues, the 

two major work tasks consist of (1) interactions with clients and the provision of care and 

treatments and (2) administrative tasks such as writing treatment reports. In general, the 

organization can be considered as a non-competitive environment with a flat hierarchical 

structure. The majority of the workforce consists of female part-time employees who have a 

higher education in pedagogical studies. 

Low levels of absenteeism are critical for this organization, as absence of caretakers 

creates the risk of impairing the provision of care for children and their parents. Moreover, as 

large parts of the work of caretakers are team-based, individual absenteeism can have negative 

repercussions on the team as a whole. 

 During the time of our study, this organization implemented a broad range of HR 

practices to reduce absenteeism such as increased managerial attention towards and monitoring 

of absenteeism, additional trainings on absence management for frontline managers, and the 

engagement of a company physician to improve the re-integration of employees with longer-term 
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sick-leaves. These practices are in line with evidence from the research literature that stresses the 

important role of frontline-managers in reducing absenteeism (Daouk-Oyry et al., 2014; 

Dasgupta, Suar, & Singh, 2013; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Schreuder, 2012) and of providing 

them with necessary training in absence management to reduce employee absenteeism (Robson 

& Marvin, 2011). In line with what can be expected based on previous research findings, we 

predict that: After the implementation of HR practices aimed at the reduction of absenteeism, 

employees decrease in their likelihood to go on sick-leave (Hypothesis 6.1). In the next section, 

we will introduce the personal growth training we focus on in this study and which we expect to 

influence the likelihood to go on sick-leave. 

6.1.2 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

The program “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People” is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s ends and taking care of the means that help in 

achieving them (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’). The 7 Habits present a model 

(‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are expected to increase in their personal 

effectiveness once they move from a state of being dependent on others to being independent 

from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first 

three habits focus on increasing personal control and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by 

determining personal passions, values and goals (Habit 2: “Begin with the end in mind.”) and by 

engaging in time management to prioritize daily activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first 

things first”). The first three habits are referred to as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to 

six, individuals are supposed to learn to build mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think 

win-win”), engage in empathic listening (Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood”) and strive for creative cooperation within their social context (Habit 6: 

“Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen 

the saw”) is presented as a necessity for both general effectiveness and the ability to progress on 

all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of physical, mental, social and spiritual needs and 

by continuously striving for personal growth. 

6.1.3 Sick-Leave as a Conscious Decision 

 In line with previous research, we conceptualize calling in sick as a decision (Martocchio 

& Harrison, 1993; Philipsen, 1969; Smulders, 1984). According to Philipsen (1969), a 

considerable amount of sick-leaves offer room for discretion in which absenteeism, depending 

on the severity of the cause, would be justified but not absolutely necessary. It is in such 
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situations, when individuals can decide about whether or not to call in sick. Previous studies (for 

a review, see Harrison & Martocchio, 1998) identified several factors that may influence this 

decision. Some stress the importance of informal social norms, against which employees would 

measure the appropriateness of their own absence taking (Bamberger & Biron, 2007; Hopstaken, 

1994; Martocchio, 1994; Mathieu & Kohler, 1990; Johns 1997, 2009; Nicholson & Johns, 1985). 

For example, an intervention study by Gaudine et al. (2013) reported that absenteeism decreased 

in a sample of nurses who were informed that their own rate of absenteeism was above the 

absenteeism rate of their own work group. Martocchio (1994) and Harrison and Shaffer's (1994) 

found that the absence culture of the immediate work unit can explain individual variance in 

absenteeism. Absenteeism is also more likely to occur when sick-leave calling is believed to be a 

legitimate reaction to stress (Johns 1997, 2003, 2008, 2009). There is evidence that taking mental 

health days off as a result of work stress is an acceptable practice in the nursing profession 

(Barley & Knight 1992; Hackett et al. 1989). One study found that occasional absences help 

employees to maintain physical and psychological states at manageable levels (Hackett & Bycio 

1996). We expect that interventions like personal growth trainings can alter both individuals' 

perceptions of the legitimacy of absenteeism and their concern for their own health. 

6.1.4 The 7 Habits, Self-Concern, and the Absenteeism Threshold 

 We expect that attending the 7 Habits training lowers the threshold at which employees 

take the decision to call in sick. We argue that two main mechanisms are responsible for this 

lowered threshold: an increase in self-concern and an increase in perceived legitimacy towards 

absenteeism. 

 First, since personal growth trainings encourage participants to find their purpose and 

direction in life from within rather than without, it is likely that personal growth interventions 

like the 7 Habits to promote individual self-concern. The setup of this intervention illustrates 

this. The intervention starts with participants acknowledging to have the capacity for personal 

agency (Habit 1: Be Proactive). This is followed by an exploration of one’s own personal value 

system (Habit 2: Begin with the end in mind), and the introduction of time management 

principles that allow a better alignment of one’s daily life with personal values. After these steps, 

the intervention focuses on how the social environment can be strategically utilized to live a life 

in line with personal values and convictions. This intervention does not explicitly focus on the 

needs of the social context and how an individual can contribute to it, but rather emphasizes 

personal needs and how the social context can strategically be utilized to satisfy them. Even 

though definitions of self-concern vary, one major stream of research converges on two main 

components: maximizing ones material resources and avoiding harm against one’s wealth and 
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health (for a review, see Kim, 2011). We expect the training to strengthen concern with one’s 

own health, which in turn will lower a participant's threshold to call in sick. 

 Second, the 7 Habits training provides arguments that can legitimize a sick-leave 

decision. The 7 Habits do not make explicit recommendations concerning absenteeism, but it 

nevertheless defines effectiveness as the balance between production (referring to all possible 

work outcomes) and production capacity (referring to everything that enables achieving those 

work outcomes). Applying this concept to individual employees, the production capacity 

describes the extent to which an individual is able to perform well. Building on this idea, the 

training teaches that in order to perform well, individuals have to invest in their physical, mental, 

social and spiritual well-being, in the program broadly referred to as Sharpening the Saw. We 

expect that the 7 Habits training enables employees to positively re-frame absenteeism as a 

performance enhancing activity that helps them to sharpen their saws in order to perform better 

in the long run. Furthermore, employees who attended the training might perceive organizational 

norms towards absenteeism as being more lenient, because the organization – through 

implementing the training – signals approval of the program's content.  

 In sum, we expect employees who attended the training to feel less reluctant to call in 

sick, thereby neutralizing other organizational efforts to reduce absenteeism. 

We hypothesize that: Employees who received the 7 Habits training will be less likely to 

show a lower likelihood to call in sick after organizational efforts were implemented to reduce 

absenteeism, compared to employees how did not receive the training (Hypothesis 6.2). 

6.2 Method 

6.2.1 Sample 

Our sample consisted of 454 youth care workers, clustered in 25 departments (87% 

female; age: M = 39.59, SD = 10.48; tenure: M = 9.72, SD = 7.70; working hours per week: M = 

26.92, SD = 7.87). On average, work units had a size of 17.56 (SD = 13.15) employees. Each 

department can be seen as an autonomous working unit that either works within an own office 

space in the same building (ambulant and home-care) or in an own treatment location spread 

across the Netherlands (daycare and 24 hours care). As a result, cooperation between 

departments is limited which minimizes spillover-effects between the experimental and control 

condition. 

6.2.2 Randomization Procedure 

We randomized all departments into a training and control (waiting-list) condition. As we 

wanted to avoid any spillover-effects between training and control condition, we planned our 
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experiment in a way that managers exclusively supervised either departments in the experimental 

condition or departments in the control condition. As a result, we had to allocate departments to 

either experimental or control condition depending on their respective manager. Before our 

baseline assessments took place, the 25 departments were led by 15 managers. On average, each 

manager led three departments (SD = 1.07). To assure that department types, regions where 

departments were located and number of employees were equally distributed across training and 

control condition, we applied randomization by minimization to balance our two conditions on 

these criteria. In total, this led to15 departments in the experimental condition and 10 

departments in the control condition. During the course of the field experiment, two departments 

in the control condition accidentally received the training due to a scheduling mistake (two 24 

hours-care departments). To compensate for potential reductions in sample size in the control 

condition, two departments that did not yet receive their baseline assessment and that matched in 

type and size were put on the waiting-list and moved to the control condition. 

6.2.3 Integrity of the Experimental Design 

To guarantee the internal validity of our study, successful randomization that leads to 

comparable conditions is essential. To assess the internal validity of our randomization and 

experimental design we test, first, to what extent training and control condition differ at baseline 

(T1). At baseline, our data shows that the randomization led to comparable conditions. We found 

no significant differences concerning age, tenure, type of employment contract and gender (Table 

6.1). Moreover, both conditions did not differ in the amount of employees who never went on 

sick-leave during our assessment period (χ
2(1, N = 437) = 0.85, p = 0.36). 
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Table 6.1 

Comparisons between Experimental and Waiting-List Control Condition at Baseline (T1) 

Experimental Condition Control Condition 
  M SD   M SD 
Age 39.26 10.87 40.11 10.80 
Tenure 9.54 7.76 10.02 7.63 

Gender (1=female) 86% 89% 

Contract Type 

   Hourly 6.3% 4.2% 
   Intern (temporary) 2.2% 3.0% 
   Temporary 8.5% 6.0% 
   Permanent 83.0% 86.7% 

Percentage of Zero-Absenteeism 9%     6.6%   

Note. None of the differences between both conditions at baseline reached significance. 
 

6.2.4 Training and Training Schedule 

 Trainings were given by two of three senior employees of the youth care organization 

who were trained and licensed by Franklin Covey Netherland to give the 7 Habits training. Two 

of the trainers held management positions prior to their role as intra-organizational 7 Habits 

trainer, the third trainer combined the trainer role with the function of a coach who is supporting 

employees with work related problems. 

 The 7 Habit trainings were given in a two-day workshop, with a two-week time interval 

between the two training days. Almost all trainings were given outside of employees' everyday 

working environment in a training space which the organization specifically created for in-house 

trainings. In general, employees of the same department participated in trainings together as one 

group. When training capacities allowed, additional training days were scheduled for employees 

who missed parts of the training. The organization used official training materials that were 

customized in their design to be consistent with the corporate color scheme. Moreover, some of 

the exercises were adapted to include real-life examples of the organization’s common work 

practice. None of these adaptations altered any of the core aspects of the training and the usual 

training protocol was followed. 

The trainings that are relevant for the present study were implemented in 2011 and 2012. 

Due to limited training capacities, trainings were provided throughout the year. The planning of 

the trainings did not follow any systematic pattern and can be considered random. As a side-

effect, seasonal effects on sick-leave are unlikely to arise in the current study. Participants in the 
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control condition were informed that they will receive the training at a later time point and were 

placed on a waiting list. Half a year after training participation, we asked employees to rate their 

attitude concerning the training content (1: very negative to 5: very positive; M = 4.07, SD = 

0.52). From all employees who attended the training and responded to our questionnaire, 89.90% 

evaluated the training content positive or very positive, 10.10% neutral and no one negatively. 

Due to various reasons like scheduling difficulties or absences, some employees in the 

experimental condition could not attend the training until 5 months after trainings were initially 

implemented. In total, 70% of all employees in the experimental condition finished their training 

up to 5 months after initial training implementation. Moreover, 1% of employees in the control 

condition already attended the training in the comparable time-period. To ensure that a potential 

selection bias from actual training completion does not impair the validity of our experimental 

design, we used complete randomized experimental and control groups to conduct our analyses 

(intention-to-treat analysis; Cook and Campbell, 1979). 

6.2.5 Data 

 Sick-leave registrations were retrieved from organizational records. We used all sick-

leave registrations of employees from January 2008 until August 2013. This time period includes 

the timeframe from 2011 to 2012 under which both the personal growth training and 

organizational efforts to reduce absenteeism were implemented. As the Dutch Law prohibits 

recording the reasons for sick-leave, we do not have this information. Due to the interdependent 

nature of the work, sick-leaves require replacement of absent employees in most cases, which 

makes an accurate registration of these occurrences in the organization under study necessary. 

Consequently, the sick-leave registrations used in this study can be considered accurate. 

6.2.6 Attendance Spells, Assessment Periods and Analytic Strategy 

Sick-leave data is strongly skewed towards the right, as absence taking is, on average, a 

relatively rare event. Therefore, the distribution of sick-leave registrations usually does not meet 

the normality assumption, which is needed for the use of common regression models. As a 

consequence, we followed the advice of previous studies to use event history models to analyze 

our data (Harrison & Hulin, 1989). In event history models on sick-leave, the units of analysis 

are attendance spells. Each attendance spell contains the number of days of attendance between 

two periods of sick-leave. In these models, the odds of calling in sick are estimated, accounting 

for the number days attended at work prior to calling in sick. We marked attendance spells that 

did not yet end in a sick-leave within our observation period as being right-censored. Attendance 

spells of employees in both conditions were included up to 5 months after trainings were 
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implemented. We did not choose a longer time-period after training implementation as the first 

employees in the control condition started their scheduled trainings after this time. We further 

accounted for the propensity to take sick-leaves at baseline before any trainings were 

implemented. To avoid any effects that potentially result from participants anticipating to receive 

the 7 Habits training, the base-rate is set at sick-leaves that started no less than 12 months and no 

more than 36 months before trainings were given for the respective department types. This way, 

we narrowed in on decisions to go on sick-leave that were made  at a time at which participation 

in the 7 Habits training was not yet salient for employees. 

We estimated a cox proportional hazard model (Cox & Oakes, 1984; Mills, 2010) in 

which we added both a time-varying covariate (Time), indicating the baseline time-period of 

sick-leaves that began earlier than 1 year before training implementation (0=baseline) or the 

time-period 5 months after trainings were implemented (1=post-implementation period). In 

addition, we added a time-unvarying covariate (Condition) indicating whether an employee was 

in the experimental or in the control condition (1=experimental condition; 0=control condition). 

The interaction-effect between Time and Condition indicates whether employees who received 

the 7 Habits training had a differential change in their likelihood of going on sick-leave compare 

to employees who did not receive the training. As we have employees with recurrent attendance 

spells, we added a frailty component in our model which lets us account for unobserved 

heterogeneity within employees (Hougaard & Hougaard, 2000). We used the software package R 

(R Core Team, 2013) with the module 'Survival' (Therneau, 2014) to conduct our analyses. 

6.3 Results 

 Table 6.2 shows the outcomes of the event history analysis. Hazard ratio curves are 

shown in Figure 6.1. In line with our hypotheses, inspection of the graph suggests that the 

likelihood of calling in sick decreased for employees in the control condition but stayed the same 

for employees in the training condition.  
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Figure 6.1. Likelihood to call in sick by training condition, before and after the 7 Habits 

trainings together with organizational efforts to reduce absenteeism were implemented 

 

To test whether the randomization resulted in conditions with equal likelihood to call in 

sick prior to the training, we refer to the main-effect of Condition in Table 6.2. As can be seen, 

the experimental and the control condition did not differ significantly in the time-period prior to 

the implementation of the personal growth training and organizational efforts to reduce 

absenteeism (HR = 0.98, p = 0.82). Considering general changes in the likelihood of taking sick-

leave, we observe a decrease in the likelihood of going on sick-leave in the control condition 

(HR = 0.62, p < .01). This supports our first hypothesis. Employees in the control condition who 

did not attend the personal growth training but where exposed to organizational efforts aimed at 

a reduction of absenteeism were 0.62 times less likely to call in sick in the 5 months period after 

trainings were implemented, as compared to the baseline period. The interaction-term between 

Time and Condition indicates to what extent employees in the experimental and the control 
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condition differ in their changing likelihoods of going on sick-leave. Results show that in the 5 

month time-period after trainings were implemented, employees in the treatment condition, 

compared to employees in the control condition, had a more positive change in their likelihood 

of going on sick-leaves (HR = 1.54, p < .01). In line with our second hypothesis, simple effect 

analysis (Condition = 1) showed that employees who attended the personal growth training and 

were exposed to organizational practices that aim at a reduction of absenteeism did not decrease 

in their likelihood to call in sick (OR = 0.98, p = 0.83). This supports our hypothesis that the 

personal growth training neutralized organizational efforts to reduce absenteeism. Additional 

simple effects analysis showed that in the 5 months period after training implementation (Time = 

1), employees in the experimental condition had a 1.51 times higher likelihood to call in sick 

compared to employees in the control condition. Comparing the median attendance spells 

illustrates that, on average, employees in the training condition (median = 121 days) called in 

sick 61 days earlier after their last return from a period of absence compared to employees in the 

waiting-list control condition (median = 182 days). 
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Table 6.2 
Cox Proportional Hazards Regression Model Predicting Sick-Leave Taking by Time and 
Attendance at the 7 Habits Training 

  Hazard Ratio (95% CI) p Value 

Time (0=baseline; 1=post-implementation) 0.63 (0.48 - 0.84) < 0.01 

Condition (0=control condition; 1=experimental 
condition) 

 0.98 (0.82 - 1.17) 0.82 

Time × Condition 1.54 (1.09 - 2.19) < 0.05 
Frailty  < 0.01 
N 1185 
   Simple Slopes Analysis     
  Condition (Time = 1) 1.51 (1.08 - 2.10) < 0.05 
  Time (Condition = 1) 0.98 (0.80 – 1.20) 0.83 
   
Median Attendance Spell in Days (Time=1)     
   Training Condition 121 
   Control Condition 182 
Median Attendance Spell in Days (Time=0)  
   Training Condition 109 
   Control Condition 110 
      
Percentage of Trainings Completed     
   Training Condition 70% 
   Control Condition 1% 

Note. Intervention effects are in bold; proportional hazards assumption is not violated (p's > 0.30; 
Grambsch & Therneau, 1994). 

6.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

 The reduction of absenteeism is a central concern for most organizations and often leads 

them to undertake great efforts to achieve this goal. In the present study, we provide evidence 

from a cluster-randomized control trial that shows that a particular personal growth training, 

Covey’s (1989) 7 Habits can neutralize organizational efforts to reduce absenteeism. Building on 

mechanisms of self-concern and perceived legitimacy of absenteeism, we hypothesized and 

found that unlike employees in the control condition, employees who attended the training did 

not decrease in their absenteeism in a period of increased organizational efforts to reduce sick-

leave calling. Instead, they were 1.51 times more likely to call in sick during this time period. 

The average attendance spell between two periods of absence was 62 days shorter for employees 

who attended the training. 

Unfortunately, unintended consequences like these are possible, especially when evidence 

on many management practices (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006), prominently including personal growth 
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trainings (Yukl, 2010) is largely absent in the literature. Consequently, organizational decision 

makers often lack hard evidence on the potential consequences of different management 

practices and training programs. 

6.4.1 Limitations and Future Directions 

Whereas the combination of a cluster-randomized design with an unobtrusive collection 

of sick leave data from organizational records is a major strength of our study, weaknesses need 

to be acknowledged as well. Given the focus on a single non-profit organization with a high 

percentage of female workers, the generalizability of our findings needs further investigation.  

Our sample consisted predominantly of female part-time employees who were comparable in 

their educational background. Moreover, our study was conducted in a youth-care organization, 

which can be described as a rather non-competitive environment with limited promotion 

opportunities. This selection might have had an impact on our results, as self-concerns might 

lead to different behaviors in different settings. More specifically, we would expect that an 

increase in self-concern is less likely related to an increase in absenteeism in more competitive 

environments. In competitive environments with different opportunities for career progress, an 

increase in self-concern might even decrease concerns for personal health, as values like success 

and achievement might be more salient, thereby promoting presenteeism. Consequently, in these 

settings an inversed effect is possible. Research on personal growth trainings would clearly 

benefit from also covering for-profit settings and more diverse demographic groups. 

Despite these limitations, our findings have several implications for theory and practice. 

First, our findings underscore the importance of systematic and controlled evaluations of 

management-practices like personal growth trainings to avoid false attribution of training effects. 

Without a systematic evaluation, a general organization-wide decrease in absenteeism could have 

been mistakenly interpreted as a successful training effect on the reduction of absenteeism. Only 

systematic evaluation with a controlled design uncovered the relative differences in changes in 

absenteeism for employees who attended the personal growth training. Our findings stress the 

need for additional research on personal growth trainings to better understand their mechanisms 

and outcomes and to prepare organizational decision makers to anticipate their potential 

consequences.  

Second, it should be noted that the significant effect of training in our sample is not due 

to an increase of absenteeism levels in the experimental condition, but to a decrease of the 

incidence of sick leave in the control condition. One could hypothesize that absenteeism might 

have even increased among employees who attended the personal growth training if the HR 

practices that aim at a reduction of absenteeism had not been in place. However, this follow-up 
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hypothesis needs to be addressed in future research. 

 Third, our findings also lead to some difficult practical questions. Reducing absenteeism 

is often a central concern of organizations. But if personal growth trainings would increase the 

likelihood of absenteeism (or at least temper a decrease), wouldn’t they increase organizational 

costs and inhibit organizational performance at the same time? This question is difficult to 

answer. First of all, if our main effects indeed were driven by the training, then not administering 

the training would have resulted in lower rates of absenteeism and lower costs (assuming that 

absenteeism causes costs, and that buying and implementing a training program also is costly). 

However, it is important to realize that under certain conditions increased absenteeism does not 

necessarily impair performance. For example, employees who are motivated to minimize harm 

to their health might call in sick earlier in order to prevent further deterioration of their health 

and allow earlier and faster restoration of their health and energy. As a result, this group may 

actually show higher levels of performance when they are at work, because they work with 

greater vitality. Second, compared to short term sick leaves, long-term absenteeism causes far 

greater cost to organizations. If a higher incidence of short-term sick leaves indeed reflects 

(intentional) attempts of employees to prevent more severe long term health damages, 

organizations may actually benefit in the long run. These questions are beyond the scope of our 

study, but would be a fruitful area for future research. 

 Our research provides at least two important take-home messages. First, our study 

provides support for the idea that personal growth trainings can hamper organizational efforts to 

decrease absenteeism. Second, systematic evaluation of training practices is essential to avoid 

false conclusions concerning training effects. 
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 Personal Growth Trainings and Managers’ Leadership Styles 

 

 

 

Abstract 

One prominent approach towards leadership development is to focus on leaders’ 

personal growth (Bennis, 2010; Conger, 1993; Collins, 2002). In the current study, 

we investigate and compare changes in leadership behaviors of managers who 

attended different variants of a personal growth training (The 7 habits of highly 

effective people; Covey, 1989) that focuses either on improving their own 

personal effectiveness or on improving the effectiveness of others (i.e., their 

followers). We suggest that the former type of training increases self-concern and 

promotes more autocratic and transactional leadership behaviors, whereas the 

latter type of training increases other-concern and promotes transformational 

leadership behaviors. To test our hypotheses, we conducted a pre-post measure 

survey study among 47 managers of an educational institution in the Netherlands 

who attended one of two variants of the personal growth training. Supporting our 

hypotheses, managers who attended the training variant with a focus on their own 

effectiveness showed a subsequent increase in their follower-rated autocratic and 

transactional leadership behaviors. Managers who additionally to the first variant 

also attended the training variant with a focus on the effectiveness of others 

increased in their follower-rated transformational leadership behaviors. 
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7.1 Introduction 

Leadership development is an important part of today’s organizational life. Organizations 

seeking to train and enhance the effectiveness of their leaders can choose from a wide array of 

different approaches (Bass, 1990; Burke & Day, 1986; Collins; 2002). One prominent approach 

is to focus on personal growth or development (Bennis, 2010; Conger, 1993; Collins, 2002). This 

school of thought builds on the idea that personal growth is necessary to become a more effective 

organizational leader (Conger, 1994). However, despite the fact that personal growth trainings 

enjoy widespread popularity and are frequently applied in organizations around the world, 

thorough research on the outcomes of these trainings remains scarce (Yukl, 2010). This lack of 

sound knowledge on outcomes of personal growth trainings is problematic and numerous 

scholars have pointed out the importance of working towards evidence-based management 

methods in applied organizational contexts to avoid the risk of facing unintended outcomes (e.g., 

Kellerman, 2012; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006). 

In the current study, we investigate and compare changes in leadership behaviors of 

managers who attended one of two different variants of a personal growth training that focuses 

either on improving their own personal effectiveness or on improving the effectiveness of others 

(i.e., their followers). We suggest that the former type of training increases self-concern and 

therefore promotes more autocratic and transactional leadership behaviors, whereas the latter 

type of training increases other-concern and therefore promotes transformational leadership 

behaviors. To test our hypotheses, we focus on one personal growth training in particular: The “7 

Habits of Highly Effective People” which is based on a book written by Stephen R. Covey 

(1989; referred to as the 7 Habits in the remainder of the text). With more than 25 million copies 

sold, Forbes (Ackman, 2002) and Time Magazine (Gandel, 2011) acknowledged the book as one 

of the most influential business management books ever written. 

Our hypotheses have been tested using a pre-post measure survey study among 47 

managers of an educational institution in the Netherlands who attended one or two variants of the 

7 Habits training. The majority of managers only attended the first and most common variant of 

the 7 Habits training, focusing on improving their own personal effectiveness. A subgroup of 

managers attended the first variant of the training which was followed up by the second variant 

of the training. The second variant of the training explicitly focused on how to coach others in 

the 7 Habits in order to improve their personal effectiveness. Next to changes in follower-rated 

autocratic, transactional and transformational leadership ratings, we assess managers’ self-

perceived improvements in overall effectiveness.  

In the following sections, we will first provide a brief overview over the 7 Habits 

training. We will the introduce the leadership styles that will be focused on in this study and 
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elaborate on the extent to which each leadership styles places leaders’ self- or other concern in 

the foreground. Finally, we will derive hypotheses on how attendance at the 7 Habits training 

may promote leadership behaviors that emphasize self- versus other concerns and how this may 

differ according to the variant of the training that has been attended. 

7.1.1 The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

The program ‘The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People’ is a stepwise personal growth 

training that aims to increase personal effectiveness, which the program broadly circumscribes as 

finding a balance between achieving one’s ends and taking care of the means that help in 

achieving them (‘Product / Production Capacity Balance’). 

The 7 Habits present a model (‘Maturity Continuum‘) according to which individuals are 

expected to increase in their personal effectiveness once they move from a state of being 

dependent from others to being independent from others (Habit 1-3) to ultimately being 

interdependent with others (Habit 4-6). The first three habits focus on increasing personal control 

and responsibility (Habit 1: “Be proactive”) by determining personal passions, values and goals 

(Habit 2: “With the end in mind.”) and by engaging in time management to prioritize daily 

activities accordingly (Habit 3: “Putting first things first”). The first three habits are referred to 

as the “Private Victory”. During habits four to six, individuals are supposed to learn to build 

mutually beneficial relationships (Habit 4: “Think win-win”), engage in empathic listening 

(Habit 5: “Seek first to understand, then to be understood”) and seek for creative cooperation 

within their social context (Habit 6: “Synergize”). Habit 4, 5 and 6 are referred to as the “Public 

Victory”. Habit 7 (“Habit 7: Sharpen the saw”) is presented as a requirement to be able to 

progress on all other Habits, by focusing on the fulfillment of physical, mental, social and 

spiritual needs and by continuously striving for personal growth. The application of this personal 

growth training as an instrument for leadership development is based on the assumption that 

managers who engage in personal growth will become better leaders.  

The most common variant of the training focuses on the attendee’s own personal growth. 

A second variant of the training is a coaching variant (train-the-trainer) that teaches attendees 

how to give the training by themselves. Even though the core content of the training remains the 

same, this variant uses the content of the training to facilitate the personal growth of others. We 

believe that the variant of the training that is attended affects attendees’ leadership styles and 

their focus on self- versus others in leadership behavior. 

7.1.2 Leadership Styles 

Leadership is a multifaceted concept that can be defined at the hand of numerous criteria. 
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One common and widely accepted approach is to look at the leadership style that a leader 

engages in. In order to increase comparability of our study to earlier research on leadership, we 

focus on three leadership styles that have received wide attention in leadership research: 

Autocratic-, transactional-, and transformational leadership (Bass, 1990; Judge & Piccolo, 2004). 

Transformational leaders are characterized by paying attention to employees’ needs, by being 

empathic and supportive towards them (individualized consideration), by giving challenging 

tasks (intellectual stimulation), being able to inspire (inspirational motivation) and by acting as a 

role model (idealized influence; Bass, 1985, 1998). The effectiveness of transformational 

leadership is contingent on leaders’ ability to inspire and motivate employees. Transactional 

leaders are characterized by providing contingent rewards in exchange for employees’ efforts and 

commitment and by monitoring and correcting work processes when needed (Bass & Avolio, 

1993). As this leadership style is mainly focused on the exchange of resources, its effectiveness 

depends on the credibility with which leaders provide rewards in a fair and reliable way and on 

employees’ confidence in receiving these rewards. Finally, autocratic leaders give strict orders, 

engage in centralized decision-making and limit the autonomy of their followers (Bass, 1990; De 

Hoogh, Koopman, & Den Hartog, 2004). The effectiveness of autocratic leadership is leaders’ 

ability to effectively exercise power and control work processes. 

7.1.3 Self- and Other Concern in Leadership 

The distinction between self-concern and other-concern informs a broad variety of 

theories in different fields, though terminology may vary across disciplines (Abele & Wojciszke, 

2007; Gerbasi & Prentice, 2013; Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). Individuals whose predominant 

interpersonal orientation is characterized by self-concern are assumed to engage in independent 

self-construal, to act with an egoistic bias and to focus primarily on self-profitability and the 

achievement of personal goals. Individuals whose interpersonal orientations are characterized by 

other-concern are assumed to engage in interdependent self-construal, act with a moralistic bias 

and focus primarily on other-profitability and the achievement of collective goals (Abele & 

Wojciszke, 2007). Previous research has pointed out that self- and other-concern are orthogonal 

in their consequences (De Dreu & Nauta, 2009; Gerbasi & Prentice, 2013). Consequently, 

leaders’ self-concern does not necessarily have to harm others. It may even benefit others if, for 

example, the organizational design ties leaders self-interest (e.g., progressing in their career) to 

the interests of others or the organization as a whole (e.g., team performance, indicators of 

organizational performance). However, self-serving leadership behavior may also be inconsistent 

with the interests of others, for example in situations in which striving towards personal goals 

hinders effective cooperation. We propose that the utility of the three leadership styles under 
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study vary according to the extent to which leaders prioritize self- and other-concerns. 

Autocratic leadership is characterized by the one-dimensional exertion of power and 

centralized decision-making. It allows the realization of a leader’s immediate self-concern 

without consideration of their followers’ interests. To a similar but lesser extent, transactional 

leadership is “grounded in a worldview of self-concern” (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999, p. 185). 

However, its moral legitimacy “depends on granting some liberty and opportunity to others that 

one claims for oneself, on telling the truth, keeping promises, distributing to each what is due, 

and employing valid incentives and sanctions” (p. 185). Whereas a motive of self-concern is 

sufficient to engage in autocratic leadership, transactional leaders need to balance their own self-

concern with the concerns of others to establish reliable exchange relationships. Finally, in order 

to build transforming relationships, transformational leaders need to strive towards goals that go 

beyond their own self-concerns and are mainly directed towards the good of their followers and 

the common vision (Burns, 1978). Ordering leaders’ primary orientations on a continuum 

ranging from self- to other-concerns, the three leadership styles can be located at different points 

on this continuum. We can locate autocratic leadership at the self-concern end, transformational 

leadership at the other concern end, and transactional leadership around the middle of the 

continuum.  

7.1.4 Self- and Other Concern in the 7 Habits 

Although the 7 Habits are predominantly a tool for personal growth that takes a person’s 

goals and interests as a starting point, many of the skills and behaviors that are taught in the 7 

Habits training are generic in nature and can be applied in a variety of ways. This generality of 

the training makes it possible to interpret its content through an orientation of self-concern but 

also through an orientation of other-concern. Each habit can be utilized as a tool to promote 

personal functioning (e.g., ‘I have to be pro-active, keep my own goals in mind, and have to 

focus on what is important to me in my work and private life in order to create solutions to my 

problems.’) but also to promote collective functioning (e.g., ‘We as a group have to be pro-active, 

keep the goals of our group in mind, and have to know what is important to us in order to create 

solutions to our problems.’). Research has shown that situational cues can change how people 

frame any given situation and whether or not they behave in self- or other-interested ways (e.g., 

Batson & Moran, 1999; Elliot, Hayward & Canon, 1998; Liberman, Samuels & Ross, 2004; 

Lindenberg, 2012). We suggest that the 7 Habits and how they are presented can function as such 

a situational cue. We hypothesize that different framing of the two variants of the training and the 

particular situational cues provided by each variant can either strengthen a focus on self- versus 

other-concern with corresponding implications for attendees’ leadership styles. 
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7.1.5 Implications for Leadership Styles 

Given that the 7 Habits are not explicitly aimed at altering attendees’ leadership styles 

and do not make any statements as to what explicit leadership styles the training encourages or 

discourages, the effect of the training on leadership styles is likely to be an indirect one. We 

hypothesize that the effect of the 7 Habits on attendees’ leadership styles is contingent on the 

orientation of the training and, more specifically, the extent to which the terminology of the 

specific training variant is geared towards promoting self-concerns or other-concerns.  

Managers following the variant aimed as personal growth and their own effectiveness are 

likely to shift their primary focus towards self-concern, whereas managers following the 

coaching variant aimed at the personal growth of others are likely to shift their primary focus 

towards other-concern. We expect that attendees’ primary focus on self- or other-concerns affects 

the way they interpret and apply the content of the training and hence affects their leadership 

styles. More specifically, we expect that attendees’ in the training variant aimed at their own 

personal growth will show more frequent engagement in leadership behavior that is rooted in 

motives of self-concern and hence show more autocratic or transactional leadership behaviors 

after attending the training (Hypothesis 7.1). Attendees in the coaching condition will show more 

frequent engagement in leadership behavior that is rooted in motives of other-concern and hence 

show more transformational leadership behaviors after attending the training (Hypothesis 7.2). 

7.2 Method  

7.2.1 Setting and Training Setup 

Our study was conducted within a Dutch school of vocational training between March 

2011 and October 2012. This organization decided to develop the leadership effectiveness of all 

managers by enrolling them in a 7 Habits training. The implementation of the trainings among all 

managers was completed in multiple steps. First, six managers were sent on a 7 Habits training 

in order to pilot-test the training and to possibly serve as change agents who help implementing 

the 7 Habits training within the rest of the organization. Four months later, after the decision was 

made to implement the 7 Habits training among all managers, the six managers who participated 

in the pilot-training were sent to a 7 Habits coaching training to learn how to coach other 

managers and employees in the use of the 7 Habits. One month later, all other managers started 

to receive the general 7 Habits training. 

The training for the general group of managers was given in the form of a two-day 

workshop. In order to facilitate opportunities for interaction within the trainings, smaller training 

sessions were created by distributing all managers across two separate two-day trainings that 

were scheduled three weeks apart from each other. During the first two-day training, three of the 
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six managers who completed the 7 Habits coaching training fulfilled a supporting role. All 

trainings were facilitated by a senior consultant of Franklin Covey Netherland and followed the 

standard training protocol. 

7.2.2 Study Design and Procedure 

We assessed three measurement waves. Due to practical constraints, attendees of the two 

training variants did not follow the training simultaneously. Attendees of both training variants 

nevertheless received the surveys at the same time, resulting in minor time differences in the 

time span between the training and the measurements between the two groups. The first 

measurement wave was assessed one month before the general training variant was given for the 

larger group of managers and coincided with the coaching trainings of the subgroup of managers 

who should pursue the role of 7 Habits coaches within the organization. The second 

measurement wave was assessed four months, and the third measurement wave ten months after 

the general variant of the training for the larger group of managers was given. 

The measurements assessed at each wave were identical for both training variants. At 

each measurement wave, both followers and managers were asked to fill in an organization-wide 

survey on their general work experiences and contained questions asking followers to rate the 

leadership styles of their manager. At measurement wave 2, we further assessed how managers 

who attended the training evaluated the training and their perceived training outcomes. Surveys 

were distributed via organizational email-accounts followed by weekly reminder letters for the 

first three weeks after the initial distribution of the surveys. All surveys needed to be completed 

within four weeks’ time of the initial distribution.  Participation in our study was encouraged by 

the board of directors. 

7.2.3 Sample 

At the first measurement wave, we approached all 51 managers of the organization. Three 

managers did not attend the training and were excluded from the study. A fourth manager was 

promoted to the board of directors during our data collection and was removed from the sample 

as this promotion might overshadow any training effects on perceived leadership styles. This 

results in study participation of 47 managers (38% female, age: M = 50.21, SD = 6.55; tenure in 

years: M =14.44, SD = 10.79) and their followers. Of these 47 managers, 28 were front-line 

managers who were managing groups of teachers, 8 were members of the board of directors, 6 

were head of departments, and 5 were facility managers. On average, managers had a span of 

control of 21.78 followers (SD = 10.06), with a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 50. Four 

managers left the organization after measurement wave 1 (one director, one facility manager and 
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two front-line managers) and three additional managers left after wave 2 (two front-line manager 

and one director).  

We received 514 follower ratings on managers’ leadership styles on wave 1 (52% 

response), 467 on wave 2 (50% response), and 431 on wave 3 (47% response). Managers 

received on average 10.86 leadership ratings (SD = 5.00) on each measurement wave. Across all 

measurement waves, 57% of all followers were female, had an average age of 47.67 (SD = 9.68), 

and an average tenure of 11.32 years (SD = 7.54). On measurement wave 2, 86% of the 

managers responded to a general survey on their training experiences. A logistic regression 

showed that respondents did not differ significantly from non-respondents on age, gender and 

tenure. 

7.2.4 Measures 

Leadership Styles of managers were rated by their immediate followers. Followers rated 

their manager’s transformational, transactional and autocratic leadership style on the Dutch 

“Charismatic Leadership in Organizations” questionnaire developed by De Hoogh, Koopman 

and Den Hartog (2004), which is based on the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire developed 

by Bass and Avolio (1989). Transformational leadership was measured with 11-items such as 

“My manager gives employees the feeling to work on a collective goal/mission”. Transactional 

and autocratic leadership were each measured with 6-items such as “My manager is trustworthy, 

keep his/her promises” (transactional) or “My manager is never losing sight of his/her own 

interest” (autocratic). Each item was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from “1 – strongly 

disagree” to “7 – strongly agree”. Reliabilities for the subscales assessing transformational, 

transactional and autocratic leadership were good across all waves with a Cronbach’s alpha of 

α=.93, α=.90 and α=.66, respectively. 

Managers’ self-rated improvement in their overall effectiveness was measured at wave 2 

by asking managers to respond to the following question: “After the 7 Habits training, to what 

extent have you become more effective?” Answers were recorded on a 4-pont scale ranging from 

1 = Not at all to 4 = Very much. As managers hardly used the extreme two anchors of the scale 

(M = 2.81, SD = 0.53), scores were dichotomized into 0 = Did not subjectively become more 

effective and 1 = Became subjectively more effective.  

Demographic information on managers’ and followers’ age, gender, tenure and 

managerial position was retrieved from organizational records. 

7.2.5 Data Preparation 

To allow for within-follower comparisons of leadership ratings and to be able to test for 
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changes in managers’ leadership styles, it is important that the same follower has rated the same 

manager at least at two measurement points. As a result of intra-organizational mobility, 29.4% 

of all followers changed their manager at least once between measurement waves. To make sure 

that changes in followers’ ratings of leadership behaviors represent changes within managers and 

not changes in the managers that are being rated, we corrected for these occurrences. If a 

follower participated in all three measurement waves and changed his/her manager between one 

of the waves, this follower was only included in the analysis for the two waves during which 

he/she gave a rating on the same manager. When a follower had a different manager during each 

wave in which he/she participated, only one of the waves was randomly selected to be included 

in the analysis. In cases in which a follower changed his/her manager after the first wave and 

was re-assigned to the initial manager again after the second wave, the follower was included for 

the first and third wave. As a result of this procedure, 12.4% of the follower ratings had to be 

discarded. 

7.3 Results 

7.3.1 Multivariate Multilevel Approach and Model Descriptions 

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables can be found in Table 7.1. 

To test our hypotheses, for each training condition, we estimated a doubly multivariate repeated 

measures multi-level model on the three leadership styles for each of the two training variants 

with the software package MLwIN 2.27 (Rabash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2009). 

In our data, repeated leadership ratings are correlated and clustered within managers, followers, 

and measurement waves. In our models, we therefore accounted for the nested structure of the 

repeated measures (level 1), within followers (level 2), and followers within managers (level 3). 

Moreover, by estimating a multivariate model, we accounted for the interrelation of error-terms 

between our three types of leadership ratings. To test for changes in leadership ratings after the 

training, we added two dummy variables to each model to estimate changes in leadership style 

ratings between measurement waves. The first dummy estimated the difference between the first 

and the second wave (4 months after the training), whereas the second dummy estimated the 

difference between the first and the third wave (10 months after the training). 



 

 

Table 7.1 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations Among Study Variables 

  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 
1. Type of Traininga ― 

2. Improved effectivenessb -0.10* ― 
3. Transformational Leadership  (T1) 0.03 0.09† (0.85) 
4. Transformational Leadership (T2) 0.02 0.11* 0.74** (0.85) 
5. Transformational Leadership (T3) 0.11* 0.18** 0.68** 0.72** (0.85) 
6. Transactional Leadership  (T1) 0.00 0.05 0.81** 0.62** 0.57** (0.88) 
7. Transactional Leadership  (T2) -0.02 0.06 0.64** 0.79** 0.62** 0.75** (0.87) 
8. Transactional Leadership  (T3) -0.04 0.11† 0.61** 0.61** 0.79** 0.70** 0.70* (0.88) 
9. Autocratic Leadership (T1) 0.00 -0.10† 0.12* 0.05 0.06 0.10* 0.09 0.11 (0.66) 
10. Autocratic Leadership (T2) 0.07 -0.11* 0.11† 0.05 0.09 0.14* 0.13* 0.16* 0.56** (0.67) 
11. Autocratic Leadership (T3) -0.05 -0.15** -0.02 0.05 0.02 0.05 0.15* 0.06 0.52** 0.58** (0.59) 

M 0.69 3.31 3.44 3.46 3.30 3.41 3.46 3.04 3.09 3.16 
SD 0.46 0.77 0.69 0.69 0.83 0.74 0.75 0.56 0.55 0.50 
M (general training variant) 0.70 3.31 3.43 3.44 3.30 3.41 3.47 3.04 3.07 3.17 
SD (general training variant) 0.46 0.77 0.68 0.69 0.83 0.74 0.76 0.56 0.54 0.49 
M (coaching training variant) 0.54 3.39 3.48 3.69 3.31 3.36 3.38 3.03 3.20 3.09 
SD (coaching training variant) 0.50 0.77 0.72 0.56 0.77 0.76 0.61 0.59 0.62 0.54 
Note. N = 214 - 537. Diagonals give the Cronbach's alpha coefficients of the measures.  
All leadership ratings are follower-rated. 
T1=pre-assessment, T2=first post-assessment, T3=second post-assessment. 
a 0=general training variant, 1=coaching training variant. 
b Managers' self-rated improvements in effectiveness after the training at T2. 
Two-tailed tests, † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p  < .01. 
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 Inspection of the variance components of our null models (see Table 7.2) shows that the 

largest share of variance in leadership ratings by followers (48% and 52% for the general and 

coaching condition across leadership dimensions) can be attributed to the follower-level, 

followed by the time-level (31% and 36%) and the manager-level (21% and 24%). Significant 

variance on the time-level indicates that leadership ratings changed during time, which warrants 

a test for training effects. 

 

Table 7.2 
Variance Partitioning of Follower Ratings on Leadership Styles 
 Time-Level Follower-Level Manager-Level 
 Estimate Share Estimate Share Estimate Share 
General Training       
  Transformational Leadership 0.14** 0.26 0.28** 0.50 0.14** 0.24 
  Transactional Leadership 0.17** 0.25 0.32** 0.47 0.18** 0.28 
  Autocratic Leadership 0.12** 0.42 0.14** 0.46 0.04** 0.12 
  2loglikelihood 4707.35 
       
Coaching Training       
  Transformational Leadership 0.12** 0.26 0.30** 0.62 0.06 0.12 
  Transactional Leadership 0.13** 0.25 0.37** 0.72 0.02 0.03 
  Autocratic Leadership 0.20** 0.56 0.07† 0.21 0.08 0.24 
  2loglikelihood 533.67 
Note. TF=transformational leadership, TA=transactional leadership, AC=autocratic leadership. 
All ratings are follower ratings. 
†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01. 

 

7.3.2 Hypotheses Testing 

In the general training condition, we expected an increase in managers’ leadership 

behaviors that are compatible with the fulfillment of self-concerns and hence an increase in 

autocratic and transactional leadership ratings by their followers. In Table 7.3, we see no increase 

on any of the leadership ratings on the first post-assessment after 4 months. However, 10 months 

after the training, and in line with Hypothesis 7.1, we see a significant increase in autocratic 

leadership ratings (b = 0.12, p < .01) and transactional leadership ratings (b = 0.08, p < .05). 

Unexpectedly, we also found a marginally significant increase in transformational leadership 

ratings (b = 0.06, p < .10). The gradual decrease in strengths of the coefficients from autocratic, 

over transactional, to transformational leadership ratings is in line with our assumption about the 

varying salience of the self-concern motive in each of the three leadership styles. 

In the coaching training condition, we expected an increase in managers’ leadership 

behaviors that are compatible with the fulfillment of other concerns and hence an increase in 
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transformational leadership ratings by their followers. In line with Hypothesis 7.2, Table 7.3 

shows that transformational leadership ratings on both the first (b = 0.18, p < .05) and the second 

(b = 0.20, p < .05) post-assessment increased in comparison to the pre-assessment. None of the 

other two leadership ratings increased significantly in this group. We find support for both of our 

hypotheses. Managers in the general training condition were rated as significantly more 

autocratic and transactional by their followers after their training, whereas managers in the 

coaching training condition were rated as significantly more transformational by their followers 

after their training. 

 

Table 7.3 
Multivariate Multilevel Repeated Measures Models for General Training Condition  and 
Coaching Training Condition Estimating Differences Between Pre- and Post-Assessments 
 General Training Coaching Training 

 TF TA AC TF TA AC 

Model B B B B B B 

Intercept 3.36** 3.35** 3.03** 3.37** 3.31** 3.05** 
T1 - - - - - - 
T2 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.18* 0.07 0.15 
T3 0.06† 0.08* 0.13** 0.20* 0.03 0.17 
       
Variance       
  Manager-Level 0.13** 0.18** 0.03** 0.06 0.02 0.09 
  Follower-Level 0.28** 0.31** 0.14** 0.31** 0.36** 0.07 
  Time-Level 0.14** 0.17** 0.12** 0.11** 0.13** 0.19** 
Δ 2loglikelihooda 27.94** 15.42* 
Note. TF=transformational leadership; TA=transactional leadership; AC=autocratic leadership. 
T1=baseline as reference category; T2=four months after the training; T3=ten months after the 
training; all ratings are follower ratings. 
a as compared to the null model 
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 

7.3.3 Additional Exploratory Analyses 

As self-evaluations of managers are often used to assess training outcomes, we explored 

their predictive power concerning changes in received leadership ratings. At the first post-

assessment, we asked managers to what extent they believed that they improved on their overall 

effectiveness. Of all managers, 68% believed that they improved in their overall effectiveness 

after the training. In Table 7.4, we present the outcomes of a multivariate multilevel model 

predicting managers’ leadership ratings received by their followers on the three leadership styles 

on the first and second post-assessment, controlling for the pre-assessments of leadership ratings 

on the same styles. We added the training condition as a control variable and estimated the effect 
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of self-perceived improvements of overall effectiveness as an explanatory variable. We see that 

self-ratings in increased overall effectiveness predicted transformational leadership ratings at 

both post assessments (T2: b = 0.20, p < .05; T3: b = 0.22, p < .05). Moreover, they significantly 

predicted transactional leadership ratings at the first post-assessment (b = 0.15, p < .05) and a 

marginally significant effect at the second post-assessment (b = 0.15, p < .10). Even though the 

predictions of autocratic leadership ratings did not reach significance in any of the post-

assessments, it is noticeable that the coefficients are negative at both time points. This suggests 

that leaders who believed that they increased in overall effectiveness after the training tended to 

receive lower ratings of autocratic leadership (T1: b = -0.04, p = n.s.; T2: b = -0.04, p = n.s.). 

 

Table 7.4 
Multivariate Multilevel Model Predicting Leadership Ratings from Managers’ Self-Rated 
Improvements in Effectiveness 

 First Post-Assessment (4 Months) Second Post-Assessment (10 
Months) 

 TF TA AC TF TA AC 

Model B B B B B B 

Intercept 1.09** 0.91** 1.34** 1.44** 1.30** 1.85** 
Training Typea 0.10 0.019 0.18† 0.24 0.02 -0.05 
Baseline Ratings       
  TF 0.65**   0.54**   

TA  0.69**   0.60**  
AC   0.58**   0.43** 
       

Improvements in 
Effectivenessb 

0.20** 0.15* -0.04 0.22** 0.15† -0.04 

Note. TF=transformational leadership; TA=transactional leadership; AC=autocratic leadership. 
a 0=general training variant, 1=coaching training variant. 
b Measured as managers’ perceived improvements after the 7 Habits training at the first post-
assessment. 
Two-tailed tests. 
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01. 

7.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

Organizations often implement personal growth trainings with the aim to improve 

leadership effectiveness and likewise, the organization participating in the present study 

indicated ‘increasing leadership effectiveness’ to be the main goal of implementing the training. 

Previous research showed that both transformational and transactional leadership styles are 

consistently linked to leadership effectiveness, leading to favorable outcomes on individual, team 

and organizational levels (for a review see Judge & Piccolo, 2004). In this study, we focused on 

managers’ participation in the personal growth training 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 

(Covey, 1984) as a tool for leadership development. We investigated changes in the 
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transformational, transactional, and autocratic leadership ratings that managers received by their 

followers after the training and examined whether managers attending a general training changed 

more in the direction of self-concern compared to managers also attending the general training 

along with a coaching variant of the training.  

With regard to the presumed goal of the training, our main finding shows that rather than 

improving general leadership effectiveness, the strongest effect of the training was an increase in 

autocratic leadership ratings, a leadership style that is least consistently linked to general 

leadership effectiveness in both previous research and our own assessments on leaders’ perceived 

improvements in effectiveness. At the same time, our results also show that the same training 

differently framed (preparing participants to coach others in the 7 Habits) does have the expected 

results. 

We also assessed managers’ self-perceived improvements in overall effectiveness and 

how these relate to changes in their leadership styles. It is a common approach to evaluate the 

quality of leadership trainings by asking attendees to evaluate the extent to which they believe 

they have improved as a result of the training. In our study, 68% of the managers indicated that 

they perceived improvements in their overall effectiveness due to the training. In an exploratory 

analysis, we investigated the predictive power of managers’ beliefs on whether or not they 

increased in overall effectiveness on the changes in the leadership ratings they received. Those 

managers who perceived an increase in overall effectiveness also showed an increase in their 

followers’ ratings on transformational and transactional leadership. Moreover, a negative but 

only marginally significant relationship was found with autocratic leadership ratings. From our 

additional exploratory analysis we can conclude that managers’ self-perceived improvement in 

overall effectiveness goes along with increases in follower-ratings of transactional and 

transformational leadership, rather than autocratic leadership behavior. Under the assumption 

that transactional and transformational leadership styles are making leaders more effective, our 

findings provide evidence for the validity for subjective self-ratings on improved leadership 

effectiveness after attendance at the training. 

7.4.1 Limitations 

A number of limitations need to be considered. First, evaluating an intervention using a 

longitudinal non-experimental design is based on the strong assumption that observed changes 

are the result of the training and not the result of other external factors. To explore whether 

exogenous organizational factors might explain the changes in leadership ratings, we interviewed 

the head of human resources of the participating organization who confirmed that during the time 

of our study, no events happened that deviated from usual organizational life. Nevertheless, the 
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fact that our study did not have a controlled randomized design limits the possibilities to draw 

causal conclusions in our study.  

Second, the observed differences between the two conditions might be the result of self-

selection mechanisms. Managers who applied for a position as a 7 Habits coach and then 

attended training in the coaching training condition might have had an a priori higher other-

concern as compared to managers who did not intend to become a coach but followed the 

training to increase their own effectiveness. In addition, giving managers the additional role of a 

coach might lead to changes in their leadership behaviors, irrespective of the training they 

received.  

Third, due to practical constraints in the implementing organization, the simultaneous 

implementation of both training conditions was not feasible, meaning that the time span between 

training and measurement was greater in the coaching than the general training condition, giving 

effects in the coaching condition more time to evolve. The different time spans between training 

and measurement might have had implications for the timing of observable effects. Training 

effects require time to evolve and due to the shorter time span between training and measurement 

in the general training conditions, observable effects may have been delayed in this condition. 

For the general training condition, changes in leadership ratings only appeared 10 months after 

completion of the training. There are several potential causes of this delayed effect. For one, 

managers might need time to implement the acquired knowledge and skills in their daily work. 

As our assessments of leadership styles were based on follower ratings, and it might need 

additional time until followers consistently perceive changes in leadership behaviors. In the 

coaching training condition, changes in leadership ratings were already perceived after 4 months. 

However, this may also be explained by the different time spans between training and 

measurement. Due to the shorter time span between training and measurement in the general 

training conditions, observable effects may have been delayed in this condition. Fourth, we 

focused on a single organization within the educational sector, which might limit the 

generalizability of our results to other sectors. On the one hand, it could be argued that 

organizations in the public sector have, in general, a stronger orientation towards others. On the 

other hand, a setting with strong collective norms provides an environment for a conservative 

test of mechanisms of self-concern.  

Fifth, even though our proposed mechanisms are in line with our observations, we have 

not measured managers’ orientation towards self- or other-concern. Consequently, even though 

managers’ leadership style might be perceived in autocratic, transactional or transformational 

ways by followers, this does not necessarily reflect the managers' own orientation towards self- 

or other-concerns. For example, leaders who appear to be autocratic to their followers might still 



Chapter 7 
 

138 

aim towards what is best for others or the collective as a whole, but opt for a mode of decision-

making that minimizes the input from others. Conversely, the leadership literature also discussed 

the possibly of pseudo-transformational leaders (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999) who use 

transformational leadership styles purposely in a self-serving way. Future research is needed to 

also empirically test our proposed mechanisms. 

The present study advances our knowledge on personal growth trainings as a tool for 

leadership development in general, and the 7 Habits training in particular. We showed that 

attendance at the 7 Habits training can have unintended results. To our knowledge, this study is 

the first to relate managers’ participation in a personal growth training to changes in leadership 

styles. Our results provide valuable insights that can be used in scientific and practical contexts 

alike by organizational scientists investigating leadership and personal growth and by 

practitioners who plan on implementing interventions aimed at leadership development.
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General Discussion 

This book aims to provide an overview of the potential consequences of implementing 

personal growth trainings in organizational contexts at the example of the influential training 

‘The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People’ (Covey, 1989). Unfortunately, because evidence 

concerning the effects of this type of training is largely absent in the literature, organizations 

cannot really anticipate the consequences of such training on organizational functioning. With 

this research, I hope to contribute to filling this gap, thereby helping researchers to understand 

more about the mechanisms and outcomes of personal growth trainings in organizations and to 

empower organizations to better anticipate the consequences upon implementation of this type of 

training. I was particularly driven by questions concerning the usefulness of personal growth 

trainings for organizations as an instrument for employee and leader development. 

Personal growth trainings have been called the successor of sensitivity and T-group 

trainings, as they are similar in both their training goals and the techniques that are used 

(Andersson, 2008). For example, like the personal growth training investigated in the current 

dissertation, sensitivity and T-group trainings were aimed at increasing a spirit of inquiry (cf., be 

proactive), increasing authenticity and avoiding playing a role (cf. finding your true north), 

stressing the importance of problem solving over other means of conflict solving (cf. think win-

win), promoting an increased awareness about people (cf. seek first to understand then to be 

understood), and stressing the importance of horizontal collaboration and interdependence (cf. 

synergize; Campbell & Dunnette, 1968). Sensitivity trainings and T-group trainings were popular 

between the 30ths and 60ths, after which they lost their impact on the management development 

field on account of doubts about their utility for organizational functioning (Andersson, 2008; 

Campbell & Dunnette, 1968; Lou, 2002). In a review on sensitivity trainings and T-groups, 

Campbell and Dunnette (1968) concluded that “while T-group trainings seems to produce 

observable changes in behavior, the utility of these changes for the performance of individuals in 

their organizational roles remains to be demonstrated.” (p. 73). The findings presented in the 

current dissertation paint a similar picture. One may wonder if personal growth trainings are old 

wine in new bottles. 

8.1 Training Effects from the Perspective of an Organization 

The distinguishing feature of personal growth trainings such as the 7 Habits training, as 

compared to pure competence-based trainings, is that they put personal hopes and aspirations 

central by first eliciting individuals’ core values, and only then provide more concrete self-

management skills (e.g., time management, communication or negotiation skills). In our studies, 

my co-authors and I translated the central features of this type of training into four main 
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psychological mechanisms that guided our predictions concerning training outcomes: provision 

of tactics that help to bolster individuals’ self-regulatory capacity (Chapter 2), increasing the 

salience of ideal-selves rather then ought-selves (Chapter 3), encouraging a promotion-focus 

rather than a prevention-focus (Chapter 4; Chapter 6), and increasing self-concern rather than 

other-concern (Chapter 5; Chapter 7). From an organizational perspective, the results of our 

studies suggest that the 7 Habits training indeed achieved some of its intended consequences. At 

the same time, our results suggest that some of the training effects might have been unintended 

and even ironic in nature. 

8.1.1 Intended Consequences 

1. In line with the underlying claims of training programs like the 7 Habits to contribute to 

the self-improvement of individuals, Chapter 2 shows that employees who attended the 

training experienced less self-regulatory failures when facing work-home interferences 

compared to employees who did not attend the training.  

2. Managers who supplemented the general 7 Habits training with a coaching variant of the 

same training increased in transformational leadership behavior, a leadership style that is 

consistently linked to employee and organizational effectiveness in the literature (Chapter 

7).  

3. Employees who attended a training in the 7 Habits engaged in more innovative work 

behavior, as compared to a control condition (Chapter 5). 

8.1.2 Unintended Consequences 

1. We observed that attendance at the 7 Habits training as a measure to increase “leadership 

effectiveness” was most strongly followed by an increase in autocratic leadership 

behavior, a leadership style that is least consistently linked to leadership effectiveness in 

the literature (Chapter 7).  

2. The 7 Habits training can neutralize organizational efforts to reduce employee 

absenteeism (Chapter 6).  

3. Employees who attended the training experienced a lower person-organization fit 

(Chapter 3) compared to a waiting-list control condition.  

4. The innovative work behaviors that are stimulated by the training seemed not to translate 

into an increase in work performance (Chapter 5).  

5. Employees who attended the training decreased in their satisfaction with their career 

opportunities, their job content and their job in general (Chapter 4).  
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From an organizational perspective, these results are at least surprising, as autocratic 

leadership behavior is not consistently linked to leadership effectiveness in previous research, the 

prevention of reductions in sick-leave calling can create considerable costs for organizations, and 

previous research predominantly stressed the benefits of high levels of perceived person-

organization fit to align employees with the organization’s ideals. Moreover, organizations 

usually strive towards a workforce with high job satisfaction and have an interest that new and 

innovative work practices also translate into increases in work performance, so that innovations 

do not only become a goal in themselves. 

8.2 Training Effects from the Perspective of Individual Employees 

 From the point of view of the organization, our findings have a somewhat ironic flavor. 

The training does not increase (and even possibly decreases) the general effectiveness of their 

workforce. Yet, seen from the point of view of the employees who are trying to improve their 

lives, our findings do make sense, since some behaviors and attitudes that limit or even harm 

organizational functioning can appear beneficial for the individual. For example, individuals who 

call in sick sooner after experiencing first symptoms of sickness can potentially prevent personal 

health risks to guard and promote their own well-being. Moreover, a less optimal person-

organization fit might be the result of an increased salience of personal hopes and aspirations, 

even if these revelations come at the prize of a reduction in satisfaction with their current jobs. 

In addition, autocratic leaders can more directly promote their own goals and visions. 

 Importantly, this does not mean that organizations might not benefit from these 

developments under certain conditions. Autocratic leaders can add particular value to 

organizations during periods of crisis, more frequent short-term sick leaves can potentially 

prevent long-term and chronic illnesses, and a re-evaluation of personal hopes and aspirations 

and the associated organizational attrition processes can potentially result in a better value 

alignment in the overall workforce. What our findings mainly imply is that, to the degree that 

organizational effectiveness benefits from a motivation for jointness in reaching organizational 

goals (Lindenberg & Foss, 2011), the popular personal growth training does not seem to be 

functional and even appears counterproductive. Put differently, our findings do not support the 

idea that organizational improvements naturally follow from the implementation of the 7 Habits 

training. If at all, they might be regarded as potential secondary effects of the training. 
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8.3 Theoretical Implications and Future Directions 

8.3.1 Personal Growth Trainings and Goal Alignment between Individuals and 

Organizations 

 The ability to strive towards collective goals within organizational contexts has been one 

of the focal topics of both organizational researchers and practitioners (England, 1967; Kotter, 

1996; Lindenberg & Foss, 2011; McGregor, 1960; Thompson & McEwen, 1958). As such, one 

could pose the question under what conditions personal growth trainings consistently contribute 

to the achievement of organizational goals. We can speculate about the implementation of 

additional components to supplement the training or follow-up practices that focus on a (re-

)alignment of individual goals with collective goals. Our results in Chapter 7 provide initial 

support for such approaches. Managers who first attended a regular 7 Habits training in which 

they focused on their own personal growth and then attended an additional training with the aim 

of coaching others and promoting others’ personal growth (train-the-trainer) showed a significant 

increase in a leadership style that is associated with strong collective concerns (transformational 

leadership). 

 However, as personal growth trainings are by definition focused on developments and 

improvements on the individual-level, it is presumably difficult to avoid an increase in self-

concerns during this type of training. Even more, one could also ask whether the training might 

not lose sight of and deviate from its initial goal to promote individual personal growth if the 

focus on collective concerns was heightened and attendees focus on how they can contribute to 

organizational functioning rather on how they can promote their own personal growth. Empirical 

evidence for the possibility that core dynamics of personal growth trainings like the 7 Habits 

might change due to a focus on other-concerns rather than self-concerns has been provided by 

Sheldon and colleagues (2002). They conducted an intervention study in which they taught 

experimental participants four strategies to enhance their well-being by achieving their personal 

goals ("own the goal", "make it fun", "keep a balance" and "remember the big picture"). Even 

though goal attainment had a main effect on increasing well-being, the intervention had no main 

effect on well-being. However, an interaction effect showed that only participants whose 

personal goals where aligned with their self-concerns benefited from the intervention. These 

findings support the idea that a focus on personal goals that are aligned with self-concerns might 

be an essential element of personal growth training like the 7 Habits, and that a redirection of 

individuals’ concerns might change core dynamics of the training’s functioning. Consequently, a 

focus on self-concern during the training might not only be unavoidable but might even be 

necessary to assure the functioning of a personal growth training. 

In addition, even if employees develop a motivation towards collective concerns, this 
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development alone may hardly be sufficient to reliably contribute to organizational goals. There 

are also important cognitive aspects to be considered.  For example, previous research stressed 

the importance of organizational characteristics that make it easy for employees to understand 

the interdependencies of work processes and how their expected individual contributions and 

received rewards are linked to team and organizational level performance (Bowen & Ostroff, 

2004; Gordon & DiTomaso, 1992; Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). 

 Additional research is required to determine whether a balance exists that (1) ensures that 

the training can achieve its goal of promoting individuals’ self-improvement and (2), at the same 

time, bend these developments towards workplace behavior that is directed towards 

organizational level improvements without losing the trainings effects that relate to an 

individual’s self-improvement. 

8.3.2 Personal Growth Trainings, Promotion Focus, Ideal Selves and Self-Regulatory Fit 

 In addition, future research on personal growth trainings in general and the 7 Habits 

training in particular can capitalize on the psychological mechanisms that we proposed as 

potential underlying mechanisms in the current dissertation. For instance, under the assumption 

that the 7 Habits training puts individuals in a promotion-focus rather than a prevention-focus 

and that it increases the salience of individual ideal selves, regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 

1998) or self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) can be used to formulate additional predictions 

about training effects. Based on previous findings in the regulatory focus literature, investigating 

training effects on organizational citizenship behavior (Dewett & Denisi, 2007; Lanaj, Chang, & 

Johnson, 2012) or counterproductive work behavior (Lanaj, Chang, & Johnson, 2012) may 

likewise be a worthwhile avenue for further research.  

In addition, based on self-regulatory fit theory (Higgins, 2000; Higgins, 2005), future 

research can expand on our research by investigating situational factors that potentially moderate 

training effects of the 7 Habits. According to self-regulatory fit theory, individuals are more 

likely to engage in the pursuit of a particular goal if this goal resonates with their current 

regulatory orientation. For instance, people who are in a promotion-focus “feel more right” about 

following their goals in an eager way, whereas people who are in a prevention-focus are more 

likely to resonate with pursuing goals in a vigilant manner. Regulatory fit has a broad impact on 

people’s judgments and decision-making, their attitude and behavior change, and their task 

performance (for a review, see Higgins, 2005). For example, previous research showed that 

individuals were more likely to comply with the message to eat more fruits and vegetables when 

this message fitted their regulatory focus. Participants in a promotion-focus were more compliant 

when the message was framed in terms of the benefits of eating healthy, whereas participants in a 
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prevention-focus were more likely to eat healthy when the message was framed in terms of the 

costs of not eating healthily. Another study found that engagement in a task (anagram solving) 

was higher for promotion-focused participants in conditions where the importance of eagerness 

for the completion of the task was stressed, whereas engagement was higher for prevention-

focused participants in conditions where vigilance was stressed (Forster, Higgins, & Idson, 

1998). 

 In Chapter 5, we presented data which showed that the 7 Habits training neutralized 

organizational efforts to reduce (or prevent) absenteeism. Self-regulatory fit theory might 

provide an alternative explanation. This finding might be explained by the dynamic that 

employees who were put in a promotion-focus by the 7 Habits training were less likely to 

resonate with and respond to organizational efforts that were framed in a prevention-focused 

way, namely the prevention of absenteeism. Conversely, one can speculate about a potential 

decrease in absenteeism for employees who attended the training in an organizational setting 

where this message would be framed in a promotion-focused way: the promotion of being 

present at work. One possibility to tailor the message for promotion-focused employees could be 

to stress the beneficial consequences of being present at work (what can be gained) rather than 

stressing the negative consequences of being absent (what loss should be avoided). 

Complementary, the message could be tailored towards promoting health, as compared to 

avoiding illness. 

 We would like to encourage future research to explore whether individuals who 

participated at a 7 Habits training or comparable trainings respond differently to promotion-

focused messages as compared to prevention-focused messages, as this would provide important 

practical insights into how employees who attended the 7 Habits can be effectively motivated for 

action. Such research may provide practitioners with key information on how to assure that the 

training does not counteract concurrent organizational interventions (as was shown in Chapter 5), 

but possibly even facilitate them. 

8.3.3 Generalizability towards Other Samples 

Our findings in Chapter 5 provide evidence on the generalizability of training effects, as 

comparable training effects with respect to innovative work behavior and work performance 

appeared in two samples with considerable differences. 

First, a comparable training effect appeared under different types of trainers. In the youth-

care organization, trainings were given by pairs of two internal trainers. Pairs of trainers always 

consisted of two out of three potential trainers (one work coach and two former managers) who 

were trained by Franklin Covey to facilitate the trainings in this organization. In the school of 
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vocational training, trainings were given by an external consultant who was a licensee by 

Franklin Covey. It seems that both internal and external trainers, at least with respect to the two 

outcomes under investigation in Chapter 5, achieve comparable training effects. This might be 

due to the fact that the 7 Habits training is highly scripted. This ensures that trainees will always 

be prompted with the same kinds of questions and will engage in the same kinds of activities, 

irrespective of whether the trainers are internal or external to the organization. This characteristic 

of the training is likely to minimize endogeneity effects of trainers, as their impact on the 

training content is reduced. 

Second, a comparable training effect appeared under different compositions of training 

groups. Whereas in the youth care organization, training groups predominantly consisted of 

employees who knew each other and who worked together in the same department, this was not 

necessarily the case for training groups in the school of vocational training. In addition, whereas 

employees of the youth-care organization can be considered to be a rather homogeneous sample 

(predominantly female, part-time youth-care workers with a similar educational background), the 

sample in the school of vocational training was more diverse (a more equal gender distribution 

with both frontline/teaching and back-office/administrative staff). Even though these findings 

provide first evidence on the generalizability of training effects, additional replication of our 

findings in samples that differ on other dimensions is desirable. 

8.3.4 Generalizability towards More Individualized Training Methods 

Although the trainings in our studies were given in a group-based format, a considerable 

group of people might also get in touch with the 7 Habits method in a more individualized way 

like attending an automated online-course or by reading the book. One might wonder whether 

our research findings would generalize to those situations as well. 

Even though empirical evidence on the effects of more individualized learning 

approaches towards the 7 Habits needs still to be collected, we do not expect effects to differ in 

their directionality. In both training approaches, group-based and individualized, the predominant 

focus lies on improvements of the individual, implying that training effects are driven by the 

same mechanisms as outlined in the current dissertation. By the standard setup of the training, 

the group is predominantly a means of facilitating individual learning and development rather 

than being the target of development itself. Although we do not expect changes in the 

directionality of the effects, working with a group or a training partner might benefit individuals 

from a didactic standpoint and might therefore increase the strength of overall training effects. 
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8.4 Anecdotal Evidence Concerning Interest Alignment and Conflict Situations 

 Anecdotal evidence from our research supports the notion that individuals got closer to 

their own personal concerns during and after the training, which might under some situations 

lead to unintended and potentially adverse consequences for organizations. After their attendance 

at the training, trainees often stated that the training helped them to get more clarity about their 

life-goals and the priorities concerning the pursuit of them, also outside the work sphere. In our 

own assessments of training evaluations, one participant stated that the training motivated her to 

pursue the long-held dream of buying a house. Whereas purchase of a house might be in line 

with interests of earning income by working for an organization, it is my no means clear that a 

heightened interest in earning money helps the interest alignment process in the organization.  

The training may also make personal interests more salient that increase the psychological 

distance to the organization. In personal conversation with experienced personal growth trainers, 

I also learned that sometimes employees discover during the training that they actually want to 

pursue a different career and change their job or even the organization. Similar findings were 

also made in a qualitative study by Andersson (2005) who found that some managers, who had to 

combine their managerial role with the role of a professional in their respective field, discovered 

that they mainly want to pursue their professional role and stopped being managers. As this 

decision might be beneficial for the individual, it might create difficulties for organizations that 

relied on the fulfillment of certain work roles. 

 Another line of anecdotal evidence I encountered during my research suggests that 

personal growth trainings can lead to an escalation of conflicts within organizations, as I heard of 

a number of organizations in which the implementation resulted in the surfacing of current 

frictions. Based on the results of our my research, I can speculate that this dynamic might be the 

result of individuals being strengthened in their general agency (see Chapter 2), as a result which 

they voiced their (self-) concerns, which might or might not be in line with organizational values 

and norms (see Chapter 3), and do so in more assertive or even autocratic ways (see Chapter 7), 

thereby letting conflicts more easily surface and escalate. Complementing previous explanation, 

also low job satisfaction (Chapter 4) and new work practices that challenge a current way of 

working and which do not result in improved performance (Chapter 5), can be sources of 

frustrations and conflicts. However, even if this anecdotal evidence illustrates and supports our 

findings, future research is needed to explore these and similar cases in more detail. 

8.5 What Explains the Popularity of Personal Growth Trainings? 

 Even though scientific evidence concerning personal growth trainings in general (Yukl, 

2010) and the 7 Habits in particular (Norcross et al., 2000) is largely absent, there must have 
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been reasons why this and comparable programs enjoys wide-spread popularity. I would like to 

propose three possible explanations to this question.  

First, personal growth has been shown to be a main indicator of psychological well-being 

(Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Also, training attendees in our study evaluated the content of 

the 7 Habits trainings for 90% as positive or very positive (on a scale from ‘1: very negative’ to 

‘5: very positive’; Chapter 2). Due to the small variance on this indicator, its predictive validity 

concerning concrete outcomes is limited. Consequently, the activities involved in personal 

growth trainings seem to be intrinsically motivating by themselves, irrespective of their 

consequences or results. As a result, managers who heard about satisfying training experiences 

from colleagues or friends could have taken this indicator as a (non-ideal) proxy for judging the 

training’s effectiveness. A different explanation could be that the training is purposely used as an 

incentive to make employees “feel good”.  

Second, as the rhetoric within personal growth trainings is kept broad and general, 

positive developments that occurred after the training could possibly be attributed to the training, 

even though a causal relationship might not exist. For example, a person might have bought a 

house even if the training had not been taken, but afterwards this purchase is attributed to an 

increased “proactivity” due to the training. Conversely, negative life consequences following the 

training can be attributed to a “lack of proactivity” or by being outside of the “circle of 

influence”. As a result, positive consequences can easily be attributed to a “success” of the 

training. Conversely, negative consequences can be attributed to “failure” of the individual (lack 

of proactivity) or to situational restrictions (circle of influence), but hardly to a failure of the 

training, thereby probably (1) reducing negative reactions of trainees towards the training itself 

or (2) even increasing their perceived need for additional training (see Chapter 4 for a discussion 

on self-perpetuating self-help cycles). Consequently, organizational decision-makers who 

attended the program themselves can be tempted to overestimate its utility.  

Third, I agree with Andersson (2008) who proposed that personal growth trainings offer a 

tempting rhetoric that simplifies the complexities of postmodernity by offering a compact set of 

guidelines that are supposed to help in any life circumstance. This tempting rhetoric might even 

translate to organizations, as the argument which is often made states that highly effective 

individuals lead to highly effective organizations. However, this assumption can be challenged, 

as even popular examples like sports show that collections of highly effective individuals do not 

automatically translate into highly effective teams, let alone organizations. 
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8.6 Methodological Implications: How Shall Personal Growth Trainings within 

Organizations be Evaluated? 

 Kirkpatrick (2006) proposes a four-level model of training evaluation, whereby not only 

covering whether or not participants react positively to the training (Level 1: Reactions), but also 

whether the necessary knowledge is attained (Level 2: Learning), whether the knowledge 

translates into behavior (Level 3: Transfer) and whether those behavior actually achieve 

organizational objectives (Level 4: Results).  

 In line with these ideas, the results of our studies reflect the importance of a training 

evaluation that is carried out on levels that surpass the common smile-sheet which is often filled 

in at the end of the training to assess satisfaction with the training. We observed that the majority 

of training participants in our studies were highly satisfied with the trainings and variance around 

these scores was minor. Also, I learned from personal conversations with directors and HR 

advisors in our studied organizations that employees asked for follow-up trainings. Although it 

shows that satisfaction with the trainings was high, the explanatory power of this variable due to 

its small variance is limited. Furthermore, basing conclusions on the effectiveness of the training 

on criteria of satisfaction should be avoided, as even though employees might be satisfied with 

the training, it could also be that those who changed the least or on aspects not central for the 

organization were the one’s who were most happy. 

Our own work showed that a sole evaluation based on satisfaction-measures of the training 

would have presented an overly simplistic view of training effects and would have potentially led 

to a neglect of consequences that would not have been visible without a thorough investigation in 

the form of a randomized controlled trial. This especially goes for organization-wide and slowly 

developing changes that might have been inaccessible to the respective organization as these 

creeping changes might remain unnoticed if not assessed in a systematic way. For example, the 

organization in Chapter 6 experienced a general decrease in sick-leave calling during the period 

of which the trainings were implemented. However, employees who attended the training 

showed no significant decrease during this time. Without a systematic assessment of the relative 

changes in sick-leave calling, there might have been a risk that the overall decrease in sick-leave 

calling might have been wrongly attributed to the training. The organization might have taken 

the conclusion that the training was effective in reducing the amount of sick-leaves, as a general 

decrease in sick-leave calling was observed during the period where trainings were implemented. 

However, during our observation period, the training appeared to neutralize organizational 

efforts to reduce absenteeism rather than supporting them. 
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8.7 Managerial Implications 

8.7.1 Alignment between Individual Level and Organizational Level Improvements 

 Our findings suggest that individual level personal growth work does not necessarily lead 

to outcomes that are relevant or beneficial for organizations. As a result, our findings suggest that 

the training alone is unlikely to guarantee organizational level improvements. 

 One the one hand, it might thus be in the best of the organization’s interest to assure that 

training goals align with organizational goals. This alignment is likely to benefit from careful 

preparation of employees on the training experience during which trainees and their supervisors 

define training goals that directly relate to their contributions to team or organizational 

performance. Alignment is also likely to profit from follow-up guidance after the training that 

helps trainees to promote the transfer of individual level improvements towards contributions to 

the functioning of the organization as a whole. Finally, alignment is likely to benefit from stating 

clear goals to facilitators of the training as to which concrete team- or organizational level 

improvements are aimed at by the implementation of the training. That way, facilitators of 

personal growth trainings can carefully aim at gearing the training activities towards these goals.  

 On the other hand, and as stated earlier, a strong focus on organizational values before, 

during and after the training could potentially conflict with the intrinsic goal of this type of 

training, which is to let individuals freely explore and develop themselves personally. Without a 

strong focus on the individual, we can speculate whether the mechanisms that underlie this type 

of training could potentially change or be impaired. More research is needed to determine the 

exact calibration between a focus on individual level and team or organizational level 

improvements. 

Consequently, at the current state of research, the best we can advise is to anticipate 

possible consequences concerning the alignment of individual and organizational improvements 

after training implementation. For this research, such as the current one, is highly instrumental. 

8.7.2 Training Implications under High Perceived Organizational Support and High Tenure 

 Our findings show that employees who perceived higher support from the organization or 

who had higher organizational tenure did not experience lower personal-organization fit after the 

training as compared to a control condition. Although replication of these findings is needed in 

different organizations, our findings suggest that if organizations want to avoid negative 

repercussions in terms of the alignment between employees’ personal values and the 

organizational values, both characteristics shall be considered. Put differently, implementation of 

the training in times of high perceived organizational support by employees or administration of 

the training to employees with a higher organizational tenure is likely to show a less negative 
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impact on value alignment. 

8.7.3 Reducing Negative Consequences from Workplace Demands 

 Our findings showed that in employees who attended the 7 Habits training, the effect of 

work-home interference on increased experiences of self-regulatory failures was neutralized. 

Even though these findings need replication with different measures of workplace demands and 

within different organizations to support their generalizability, they provide first evidence for the 

training as being an intervention that is able to neutralize adverse consequences of workplace 

demands on self-regulatory failures among employees. 

8.7.4 Ethical Considerations Concerning Personal Growth Trainings 

 Based on anecdotal evidence provided by trainers, observations during personal growth 

trainings and previous studies that focused on sensitivity trainings (House, 1961), training 

participants can become emotional when engaging in exercises involved in this type of training. 

During personal growth work, participants can become emotional when, for example, evaluating 

their life goals and assessing the extent to which their current lives are aligned with it or when 

evaluating the quality of interpersonal relationships they are involved in. Consequently, 

participants can be put in vulnerable situations that would require the disclosure of sensitive and 

personal information. At the same time, as sessions are group based, it puts individuals in a 

setting in which exposure of sensitive and personal information would 1) naturally follow from 

core elements of the training involved and 2) could potentially be promoted by effects of group 

pressure. Similar to sensitivity trainings, which were previously proposed as antecessors of 

personal growth trainings (Andersson, 2008), ethical questions can arise (for an in-depth 

discussion, see House, 1967). 

 Consequently, despite basing decisions to implement personal growth trainings in 

organizations on evidence as provided in the current book, we consider it important that 

organizations also explore ethical questions in more detail. 

8.7.5 Leading in a Promotion-Focused Way 

 According to self-regulatory fit theory (Higgins, 2000), employees are most likely to 

respond to organizational requests once these requests are aligned with their individual self-

regulatory focus (for a review, see Higgins, 2005). Stated differently, employees who are in a 

promotion-focus (seeking for gain and accepting risks) are more likely to respond to messages 

that are framed in promotion-focused terms (e.g., stressing eagerness and achievements). 

Conversely, employees who are in a prevention-focus (trying to avoid losses and reducing risks) 

are more likely to respond to messages that are framed in prevention-focused terms (e.g., 
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stressing vigilance and the need to avoid risks). Under the assumption that the 7 Habits training 

puts individuals in a promotion-focus, managers and supervisors will be able to more effectively 

motivate their employees for action when their messages are framed accordingly, that is, framed 

in promotion-focused terms. For instance, employees who are in a promotion-focus are less 

likely to respond to messages aimed at the avoidance of negative consequences and the risk of 

failure of a project (prevention focus) as compared to messages that relate to the benefits of a 

successful completion of a project (promotion focus). This provides concrete implications on 

how supervisors can manage the efforts and motivations of employees who attended the 7 Habits 

training.   

Nonetheless, organizations often need a healthy balance between prevention and 

promotion foci in order to function effectively. Sometimes an organization benefits from taking 

risks and striving towards gain, sometimes it is more beneficial to avoid losses and strive 

towards safety. Conversely, even though employees who attended the 7 Habits training are 

potentially more likely to resonate with a promotion-focused leadership style, managers have to 

decide whether striving towards gains and risks fits the contemporary organizational situation 

and goals. 

 

 In conclusion, a stronger evidence base on the consequences of personal growth trainings 

in organizations is necessary to safeguard the interest of the organizations and individual 

employees involved in such trainings. Our present research is a first step in this direction.
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Inleiding 

Onder de verschillende benaderingen die organisaties hanteren om de effectiviteit van 

hun personeel te verbeteren, is de focus op persoonlijke groei, zelfverbetering, persoonlijke 

ontwikkeling en persoonlijk leiderschap de laatste decennia in populariteit toegenomen (Bennis, 

1989; Conger, 1993; Drucker, 2008). In deze benaderingen wordt persoonlijke groei gezien als 

een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor het vergroten van de effectiviteit op de werkplek en ze 

worden zowel op leidinggevend als niet-leidinggevend personeel toegepast (Conger, 1994; Liu, 

2002). De opkomst van dergelijke trainingen kan in een bredere maatschappelijke trend geplaatst 

worden van een toename aan populariteit van trainingen die gericht zijn op zelfverbetering en 

zelfactualisatie, trainingsvormen die beogen individuen te helpen hun volle persoonlijke 

potentieel te bereiken en te benutten (Salerno, 2005). Alleen al in de VS werd in 2011 de waarde 

van de markt voor zelfhulp en zelfverbetering geschat op 9.84 miljard dollar, met een verwachte 

groei tot 10.4 miljard dollar in 2016 (Marketdata Enterprises, 2013). Het gedachtegoed wordt in 

uiteenlopende vormen aan de man gebracht: in de vorm van trainingen, lezingen, persoonlijke 

coaching, boeken en softwareapplicaties. 

 Alhoewel er een groot aantal verschillende opinies de ronde doen over het nut van 

trainingen voor persoonlijke groei en er uiteenlopende anekdotische evidentie te vinden is, is 

wetenschappelijk evidentie van dit type training nog steeds schaars (cf. Salerno, 2005; Yukl, 

2010). Critici geven aan dat de zelfverbeteringsindustrie een ongereguleerde sector is en dat de 

producten ervan, alhoewel deze populair zijn, vaak noch ondersteund worden door 

wetenschappelijke evidentie noch op een systematische manier gebaseerd zijn op 

wetenschappelijk onderzoek (Norcross et al., 2005; Salerno, 2005). In antwoord op dit gebrek 

aan gedegen kennis hebben tal van onderzoekers het belang van evidence-based 

managementpraktijken benadrukt om het risico van ongewenste consequenties te vermijden en 

om te verzekeren dat investeringen leiden tot het bereiken van de gewenste resultaten (e.g., 

Kellerman, 2012; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006). Dit proefschrift wil hieraan een 

bijdrage leveren door de effecten van een op persoonlijke groei gerichte training binnen 

organisaties te onderzoeken. Aan hand van de populaire training ‘The 7 Habits of Highly 

Effective People’ van Stephen R. Covey (1989) ga ik antwoord geven op de volgende vraag: Wat 

is het nut van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei als een instrument voor de ontwikkeling van 

medewerkers en leiders binnen organisaties? 

 

Het onvolkomen verband tussen individuele en organisationele verbeteringen 

 In zijn kritische reflectie op de markt van de zelfverbetering stelt Salerno (2005) de vraag 

of “a society in which everyone seeks personal fulfillment might have a hard time holding 
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together?” (Salerno, 2005, p. 40). Hij stelt de vraag of een sterke focus op individuele 

zelfverbetering niet ten koste gaat van het functioneren van de grotere collectieven waarin 

individuen ingebed zijn. Er bestaat het risico dat trainingen voor persoonlijke groei, door hun 

focus op individuele zelfverbetering, bij individuen een zelf-gecentreerde focus oproepen. Zodra 

dit gebeurt, wordt de individuele motivatie vooral gedreven door eigenbelang, in plaats van door 

gerichtheid op anderen of op de organisatie (Lindenberg, 2007; Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). 

Eerder onderzoek benadrukt inderdaad dat een sterke focus op eigenbelang ten koste kan gaan 

van de samenwerking binnen het grotere collectief (Balliet, Parks, & Joireman, 2009; Batson & 

Moran, 1999; Elliot, Hayward & Canon, 1998; Liberman, Samuels, & Ross, 2004; Lindenberg & 

Foss, 2011). 

Een impliciete aanname van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei binnen organisaties is dat 

organisationele verbeteringen voortkomen uit de persoonlijke groei van de individuele leden van 

de organisatie: er wordt verondersteld dat trainingen die gericht zijn op persoonlijke 

verbeteringen, bijdragen aan verbeteringen van de organisatie in zijn geheel. Er zijn echter 

redenen om aan te nemen dat het verband tussen individuele en organisationele verbeteringen 

niet volkomen is. Complexe interdependente systemen zoals organisaties, zijn vaak gevoelig 

voor coördinatieproblemen en hebben vaak moeite met het afstemmen van persoonlijke belangen 

op de belangen van de organisatie (Lindenberg, 2013). In dergelijke situaties zou het bevorderen 

van een focus op individuele verbeteringen zich niet automatisch vertalen in organisationele 

verbeteringen. Een organisatie kan bijvoorbeeld een voordeel halen uit een training als de 

productiviteit of verkoopcijfers toenemen nadat medewerkers die training gevolgd hebben. Dit 

wil echter niet zeggen dat medewerkers hierdoor persoonlijk een voordeel ervaren. Andersom 

kan zich de situatie voordoen dat medewerkers een voordeel uit een training halen indien zij zich 

na die training bijvoorbeeld zelfredzamer of assertiever voelen, terwijl de organisatie als geheel 

niet per se profiteert van deze veranderingen op het individuele niveau. Sterker nog: 

veranderingen op individueel niveau kunnen zelfs leiden tot onbedoelde of onverwachte 

gevolgen op organisatieniveau, bijvoorbeeld als het streven naar zelfverbeteringen (bv. het halen 

van een promotie, het verdienen van bonussen, het verbeteren van het persoonlijke welzijn) 

moeilijk aansluit bij de collectieve belangen (bv. het leiden tot intra-organisationele competitie 

waarbij samenwerking nodig is om team- of organisatiedoelen te bereiken). Het onvolkomen 

verband tussen individuele en organisationele verbeteringen en de mogelijkheid van onbedoelde 

organisationele consequenties worden behandeld in dit proefschrift. 

 Mijn medeauteurs en ik onderzochten de training voor persoonlijke groei vanuit de 

perspectieven van verschillende mogelijke uitkomsten. In hoofdstuk 2 beschrijven wij de 

uitkomsten van ons onderzoek naar de mate waarin deelnemers aan de training profiteerden van 
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een gesteund zelfregulerend vermogen. In hoofdstuk 3 komt het effect aan de orde dat de 

training had op de subjectieve waarneming van medewerkers van de ‘fit’ tussen hun persoonlijke 

en de organisationele waarden. In de volgende hoofdstukken bespreken wij achtereenvolgens het 

effect van de training op de werktevredenheid (hoofdstuk 4) en op innovatief werkgedrag en de 

werkprestatie van medewerkers (hoofdstuk 5). Tot slot onderzochten wij hoe de deelname aan de 

‘7 Habits’-training interageert met organisatorische maatregelen om het ziekteverzuim van 

medewerkers te verlagen (hoofdstuk 6) en onderzochten wij de rol die de op persoonlijke groei 

gerichte training kan spelen op het vlak van leiderschapsontwikkeling (hoofdstuk 7). 

 

Trainingen voor persoonlijke groei en hun effect op de relatie tussen werk-thuisconflicten 

en zelfregulerend vermogen 

In hoofdstuk 2 gingen wij na of de deelname aan de ‘7 Habits’-training voor persoonlijke 

groei een negatief effect van werk-thuisconflicten op het zelfregulerend vermogen van 

individuen kan voorkomen. Wij verwachtten dat de training het zelfregulerend vermogen van 

individuen zou ondersteunen doordat de training deelnemers aanmoedigt om concrete plannen te 

formuleren voor hun toekomstige acties (‘implementation intentions’, Webb & Sheeran, 2002), 

zich bewust te worden van hun belangrijkste waarden (‘core value affirmations’, Schmeichel & 

Vohs, 2009), zich te gedragen in lijn met dingen die zij belangrijk vinden (‘autonomous self-

regulation’, Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 2006) en zichzelf rust en ontspanning te gunnen (Muraven & 

Baumeister, 2000). 

 De resultaten van onze cluster-gerandomiseerde studie onder 454 jeugdzorgmedewerkers 

in 25 behandelunits ondersteunden onze verwachtingen. Medewerkers uit de controleconditie 

hadden een zwakker zelfregulerend vermogen op het moment dat zij veel werk-thuisconflicten 

ervoeren. Dit effect was niet significant voor medewerkers in de trainingsconditie. De training 

bleek het negatieve effect van werk-thuisconflicten op het zelfregulerend vermogen van 

medewerkers te neutraliseren. 

 

Past deze organisatie nog bij mij? Trainingen voor persoonlijke groei en het effect op de 

subjectieve persoon-organisatiefit 

 In hoofdstuk 3 behandelen wij de vraag of deelname aan de ‘7 Habits’-training voor 

persoonlijke groei de subjectieve inschatting van de ‘fit’ tussen medewerkers en hun organisatie 

beïnvloedt. Trainingen voor persoonlijke groei helpen individuen om hun wensen en aspiraties, 

die al dan niet in overeenstemming zijn met organisatorische taken en verplichtingen, te 

ontdekken. Voortbouwend op de zelf-discrepantietheorie (Higgins, 1987), verwachtten wij dat de 

sterke focus op wensen en aspiraties in plaats van op organisatorische taken en verplichtingen in 
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op persoonlijke groei gerichte trainingen een negatieve impact zou hebben op de persoon-

organisatie fit (PO-fit) van de deelnemers. Wij verwachtten verder dat een hoog aantal 

dienstjaren of een beleving van organisationele ondersteuning het trainingseffect zou 

neutraliseren. 

De resultaten van de cluster-gerandomiseerde studie onder de 454 jeugdzorgmedewerkers 

ondersteunden onze verwachtingen. Zes maanden na de training ervoeren medewerkers in de 

trainingsconditie een lagere subjectieve PO-fit vergeleken met medewerkers in de 

controleconditie. Dit effect was niet significant voor medewerkers met veel dienstjaren en voor 

medewerkers die een hoge mate van organisationele ondersteuning ervoeren op het moment van 

de nulmeting. 

 

I can’t get no satisfaction: Maken trainingen voor persoonlijke groei medewerkers 

ontevreden met hun baan? 

In hoofdstuk 4 beantwoordden wij de vraag of deelname aan de ‘7 Habits’-training voor 

persoonlijke groei de werktevredenheid van medewerkers beïnvloedt. Voortbouwend op de zelf-

discrepantietheorie (Higgins, 1987) beredeneerden wij dat de zoektocht naar persoonlijke idealen 

die aangemoedigd wordt tijdens deze vorm van training, de kans op neerslachtigheidgerelateerde 

emoties verhoogd (teleurstelling, verdriet, ontevredenheid), waardoor deelnemers een 

vermindering van hun werktevredenheid ervaren.  

In onze cluster-gerandomiseerde studie onder de 454 jeugdzorgmedewerkers 

onderzochten wij de effecten van de participatie van medewerkers in een ‘7 Habits’-training op 

hun latere tevredenheid met hun baan. In lijn met onze verwachting vonden wij dat medewerkers 

in de trainingsconditie een half jaar na de training minder tevreden waren met de inhoud van hun 

baan, hun loopbaanmogelijkheden en hun baan in het algemeen, dan medewerkers in de 

controleconditie. 

 

Resulteren trainingen voor persoonlijke groei in meer innovatief werkgedrag en een betere 

werkprestatie? 

 In hoofdstuk 5 behandelden wij de vraag of medewerkers die aan de ‘7 Habits’-training 

voor persoonlijke groei deelnamen,  meer innovatief werkgedrag vertonen en beter presteren op 

hun werk dan medewerkers in de controleconditie. Voortbouwend op de regulatie-focustheorie 

(Higgins, 2000), verwachtten wij dat de training bij medewerkers en teams een promotie-focus 

op zou roepen, waardoor hun bereidheid om met nieuwe werkgedragingen te experimenteren en 

ze te implementeren zou verhogen. Verder onderzochten wij in hoeverre de veranderingen in 

innovatief werkgedrag zich ook vertaalden in veranderingen in werkprestatie.  
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Om onze vragen te beantwoorden, voerden wij een ‘propensity score matched’-

veldexperiment uit onder 161 docenten en administratief /ondersteunende medewerkers van een 

regionaal opleidingscentrum (Studie 1) en onder de 454 jeugdzorgmedewerkers van de 25 

behandelunits in onze cluster-gerandomiseerde studie (Studie 2). In beide organisaties vonden 

wij ondersteuning voor onze verwachting dat medewerkers die deelnamen aan de training voor 

persoonlijke groei, meer innovatief werkgedrag zouden vertonen. In geen van beide studies 

vonden wij echter een toename in zelf-beoordeelde werkprestatie. Wij concluderen dat, terwijl 

de training voor persoonlijke groei medewerkers kon stimuleren om hun werkprocessen op 

andere manieren te doen, deze aanpassingen zich niet vertaalden in betere werkprestaties. 

 

Neutraliseren trainingen voor persoonlijke groei organisatorische maatregelen om 

ziekteverzuim te verlagen? 

 In hoofdstuk 6 draait het om de vraag of deelname aan de ‘7 Habits’-training voor 

persoonlijke groei organisatorische maatregelen om ziekteverzuim te verlagen, tegenwerkt. Wij 

verwachtten dat de organisatorische maatregelen minder effect op medewerkers zouden hebben 

die ook de 7 Habits training gevolgd hebben omdat deze groep, door een vergroot focus op hun 

eigen gezondheid (i.e., sharpen your saw), mogelijk eerder geneigd zijn om op eerste signalen 

van ziekte te reageren door zich het nodige herstel te gunnen. De jeugdzorgorganisatie waar wij 

onze cluster-gerandomiseerde studie onder 454 medewerkers uitvoerden, implementeerde tijdens 

de periode van ons onderzoek, verschillende HR-praktijken om het ziekteverzuim binnen de 

organisatie te verminderen. Naast deze maatregelen heeft de organisatie een training voor 

persoonlijke groei geïmplementeerd om de algemene effectiviteit van het personeel te verhogen. 

Wij hebben een Cox proportional hazard model (Cox & Oakes, 1984; Mills, 2010) met 

1185 periodes van aanwezigheid binnen de periode van januari 2008 tot augustus 2013 geschat 

om de trainingseffecten in kaart te brengen. In de controleconditie, bestaande uit medewerkers 

op wie slechts de organisatorische maatregelen voor een verlaging van ziekteverzuim betrekking 

hadden en die de training niet volgden, lieten onze resultaten een significante afname van de 

kans op ziekmelding zien. Bij medewerkers in de trainingsconditie was deze afname niet te zien. 

In de periode van vijf maanden na de training hadden medewerkers in de trainingsconditie een 

1.51 maal hogere kans om zich ziek te melden in vergelijking met medewerkers in de 

controleconditie. Onze resultaten tonen aan dat de training voor persoonlijke groei tot 

ongewenste gevolgen kan leiden door het neutraliseren van maatregelen ter vermindering van het 

ziekteverzuim. 
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Welke leiderschapsstijlen kiezen leidinggevenden na het volgen van een training gericht op 

persoonlijke groei? 

In hoofdstuk 7 bekeken we de vraag welke leiderschapsstijl in voorkeur toeneemt bij 

leidinggevenden na het volgen van de ‘7 Habits’-training voor persoonlijke groei. In deze studie 

differentieerden wij tussen leidinggevenden die slechts de reguliere ‘7 Habits’-training volgden 

en leidinggevenden die een aanvullende coachingstraining (train-the-trainer) van hetzelfde 

programma volgden. Wij verwachtten dat de reguliere training, door de primaire focus op 

persoonlijke ontwikkeling, bij leidinggevenden een mindset van vergroot eigenbelang zou 

oproepen. Hierdoor verwachtten wij voornamelijk een toename van autocratisch en 

transactioneel leiderschap, twee leiderschapsstijlen waarbij eigenbelang een centrale rol inneemt. 

Verder verwachtten wij dat leidinggevenden die ook aan de aanvullende training deelnamen, 

door de focus op de ontwikkeling van anderen, in een mindset van vergroot belang voor anderen 

zouden raken. Bij deze groep verwachtten wij voornamelijk een toename van transformationeel 

leiderschap, een leiderschapsstijl waarbij het belang van anderen centraal staat. 

Om onze hypotheses te toetsen hebben wij een pre-post survey onder 47 managers van 

een regionaal opleidingscentrum uitgevoerd die óf alleen de reguliere training óf de reguliere en 

de aanvullende coachingstraining gevolgd hebben. In lijn met onze hypotheses lieten de 

resultaten zien dat managers die alleen de reguliere training gevolgd hebben, door hun 

medewerkers in sterkere mate als autocratische en transactionele leiders waargenomen werden. 

Managers die ook de aanvullende training gevolgd hadden, werden door hun medewerkers in 

sterkere mate als  transformationele leiders waargenomen. 

 

Algemene discussie 

Dit proefschrift streeft ernaar om inzichten te geven in de mogelijke gevolgen van de 

implementering van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei in organisatorische contexten naar het 

voorbeeld van de invloedrijke training ‘The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People’ (Covey, 1989). 

Omdat evidentie over de effecten van deze vormen van training grotendeels afwezig zijn in de 

literatuur, kunnen organisaties niet goed anticiperen op de gevolgen die dergelijke trainingen 

kunnen hebben. Met ons onderzoek hopen wij een bijdrage te leveren aan de oplossing van dit 

probleem. Wij hopen dat wij met onze bevindingen onderzoekers in staat kunnen stellen om 

meer te leren over de mechanismen en uitkomsten van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei. Verder 

hopen wij door onze resultaten organisaties de nodige inzichten te kunnen bieden om hen in staat 

te stellen de gevolgen van dit soort trainingen beter te voorzien. Wij waren voornamelijk 

gedreven door de vraag naar het nut van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei voor organisaties als 

een instrument voor de ontwikkeling van medewerkers en leiders. 
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Trainingen voor persoonlijke groei worden vaak gezien als de opvolgers van ‘sensitivity’- 

en ‘T-group’-trainingen omdat zij vergelijkbaar zijn in zowel de doelen die zij willen bereiken 

als ook de technieken die zij gebruiken (Andersson, 2008). Die trainingen hechten bijvoorbeeld,  

net zoals de training voor persoonlijke groei die centraal staat in dit proefschrift, belang aan het 

ontwikkelen van een attitude van ‘inquiry’ (cf. be proactive), het verhogen van authenticiteit en 

het vermijden van het spelen van een rol (cf. finding your true north), het bevorderen van 

coöperatieve manieren van  probleemoplossing (cf. think win-win), het bevorderen van een beter 

begrip van andere mensen (cf. seek first to understand then to be understood) en het benadrukken 

van het belang van horizontale samenwerking en wederzijdse afhankelijkheid (cf. synergize; 

Campbell & Dunnette, 1968). ‘Sensitivity’- en ‘T-group’-trainingen waren vooral populair in de 

periode 1930 - 1960, waarna zij hun impact op de managementwereld verloren wegens twijfels 

over hun meerwaarde voor organisaties (Andersson, 2008; Campbell & Dunnette 1968; Lou, 

2002 ). In hun bespreking van ‘sensitivity’- en ‘T-group’-trainingen concludeerden Campbell en 

Dunnette (1968) dat “while T-group trainings seems to produce observable changes in behavior, 

the utility of these changes for the performance of individuals in their organizational roles 

remains to be demonstrated.” (p. 73). Dit proefschrift schetst een vergelijkbaar beeld met 

betrekking tot trainingen voor persoonlijke groei. Men kan zich afvragen of trainingen voor 

persoonlijke groei geen ‘oude wijn in nieuwe zakken’ zijn. 

 

Effecten van de training vanuit het perspectief van de organisatie 

Het onderscheidende kenmerk van trainingen voor persoonlijke groei, zoals de ‘7 

Habits’-training, in vergelijking tot pure competentiegerichte trainingen, is dat zij persoonlijke 

wensen en aspiraties centraal stellen. Pas na het bepalen van persoonlijke kernwaarden wordt 

ingegaan op meer concrete zelfmanagementvaardigheden (bv. time management, communicatie- 

of onderhandelingsvaardigheden). Vanuit het perspectief van de organisatie suggereren de 

resultaten van onze studies dat de ‘7 Habits’-training een aantal van de beoogde uitkomsten 

bereikte. Tegelijkertijd suggereren onze resultaten echter ook dat sommige effecten van de 

training mogelijk onbedoeld zijn en zelfs een ironisch karakter hebben. 

 

Bedoelde consequenties 

• In lijn met de bewering van trainingen zoals de ‘7 Habits’-training dat ze bijdragen aan de 

zelfverbetering van individuen, laat hoofdstuk 2 zien dat medewerkers die de training 

gevolgd hebben, minder zelf-regulerende tegenslagen ervaren na een periode van werk-

thuisconflicten in vergelijking met medewerkers uit de controleconditie. 
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• Managers die de reguliere ‘7 Habits’-training volgden aangevuld met een 

coachingstraining van hetzelfde programma (train-the-trainer), worden door hun 

medewerkers in sterkere mate als transformationele leiders waargenomen, een stijl van 

leidinggeven die in de literatuur overwegend gekoppeld wordt aan effectieve 

medewerkers en effectieve organisaties (hoofdstuk 7). 

• Medewerkers en teams die een ‘7 Habits’-training gevolgd hebben, vertonen achteraf 

meer innovatief werkgedrag dan medewerkers in de controleconditie (hoofdstuk 5). 

 

Onbedoelde consequenties 

• Het volgen van de reguliere ‘7 Habits’-training, als een maatregel om ‘effectief 

leiderschap’ te verhogen, resulteert vaak in een toename van autocratisch leiderschap, een 

stijl van leidinggeven die het minst consequent wordt gekoppeld aan effectief leiderschap 

in de bestaande leiderschapsliteratuur (hoofdstuk 7) . 

• De ‘7 Habits’-training lijkt organisatorische maatregelen om ziekteverzuim te verlagen, 

tegen te werken (hoofdstuk 6). 

• Medewerkers die de training volgden, ervaren een lagere persoon-organisatie fit 

vergeleken met medewerkers in de controleconditie (hoofdstuk 3). 

• De innovatieve werkgedragingen die werden gestimuleerd door de training, blijken zich 

niet te vertalen in een betere werkprestatie (hoofdstuk 5). 

• Medewerkers die de training volgden, zijn achteraf minder tevreden over hun 

carrièremogelijkheden, de inhoud van hun baan en hun werk in het algemeen vergeleken 

met medewerkers in de controleconditie (hoofdstuk 4). 

 

Vanuit organisationeel oogpunt bekeken zijn deze resultaten op zijn minst verrassend, 

gezien het feit dat autocratisch leiderschap in eerder onderzoek niet consequent gekoppeld wordt 

aan effectief leiderschap, gezien het feit dat verminderd ziekteverzuim een aanzienlijke 

kostenbesparing voor organisaties kan betekenen en gezien het feit dat eerder onderzoek 

voornamelijk de voordelen van een hoog niveau van waargenomen persoon-organisatie fit bij 

medewerkers benadrukte. Bovendien streven organisaties doorgaans naar tevreden personeel en 

hebben zij er belang bij dat nieuwe en innovatieve werkmethodes zich ook vertalen in een 

toename van werkprestaties, zodat innovaties niet alleen een doel op zich worden. 
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Effecten van de training vanuit het perspectief van het individu 

Vanuit het perspectief van de organisatie hebben onze bevindingen een iets ironische 

smaak. Na de training neemt de algemene effectiviteit van het personeel niet toe (en daalt die 

mogelijk zelfs). Vanuit het perspectief van de medewerkers die proberen hun leven te verbeteren, 

lijken de trainingseffecten echter begrijpelijk: bepaalde gedragingen en attitudes die het 

functioneren van de organisatie mogelijk beperken, kunnen van nut zijn voor het individu zelf. 

Zo kunnen mensen die zich eerder ziek melden na het ervaren van de eerste symptomen van 

ziekte, persoonlijke gezondheidsrisico’s mogelijk voorkomen en hun eigen welzijn beter 

bewaken. Bovendien zou een minder optimale persoon-organisatie fit het gevolg kunnen zijn van 

een (her-)ontdekking van persoonlijke idealen, wensen en ambities, zelfs als deze ervaringen 

gepaard gaan met de prijs van een vermindering van de tevredenheid met de huidige baan. 

Daarnaast kunnen autocratische leiders hun eigen doelen en visies meer rechtstreeks bevorderen. 

Het is belangrijk te beseffen dat dit niet betekent dat organisaties onder specifieke 

voorwaarden niet ook kunnen profiteren van deze ontwikkelingen. Autocratische leiders kunnen 

bijzondere waarde toevoegen aan organisaties in tijden van crisis, een hogere frequentie van  

kortdurend ziekteverzuim kan mogelijk langetermijn- of chronische ziekten voorkomen en een 

re-evaluatie van de persoonlijke wensen en aspiraties en de bijbehorende verloopprocessen 

kunnen mogelijk resulteren in een uiteindelijk betere congruentie tussen persoonlijke- en 

organisatiewaarden in het verblijvend personeelsbestand. Wat onze bevindingen vooral 

impliceren is dat, in de mate dat de effectiviteit van de organisatie profiteert van een motivatie 

voor gezamenlijkheid in het bereiken van organisatiedoelen (Lindenberg & Foss, 2011), de 

populaire training die gericht is op persoonlijke groei, niet functioneel lijkt te zijn, maar zelfs 

contraproductief. Anders gezegd, onze bevindingen ondersteunen het idee dat organisationele 

verbeteringen vanzelfsprekend voortvloeien uit een implementatie van de ‘7 Habits’-training, 

niet. Hooguit kunnen de verbeteringen worden beschouwd als potentiële secundaire effecten van 

de training. 

 

Tot slot valt te concluderen dat een sterkere wetenschappelijke basis van de effecten van 

trainingen voor persoonlijke groei in organisaties nodig is om de belangen van organisaties en 

medewerkers die betrokken zijn bij dergelijke trainingen, te waarborgen. Ons huidige onderzoek 

is een eerste stap in deze richting. 
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