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THE PERFORMATIVITY OF POSITIVITY IN ORGANISATIONS: A QUALITATIVE INVESTIGATION



Abstract
Positivity is widely promoted and associated with beneficial outcomes such as wellbeing and performance, yet research so far has prioritised its outcomes and feeling- and display-rule framings over how positivity is enacted as an organisational norm. Using a performativity lens, this study examines what organisational positivity utterances say, how they work, and what uptake they elicit. Guided by sensitising performativity concepts and abductive approach, we iteratively analyse positivity utterances in data from 19 semi-structured interviews incorporating vignette discussions with employees, managers, and HR and Communications informants in UK and US organisations, alongside 27 organisational documents. We develop a typology of organisational positivity utterances and find that positivity in organisations is typically constatively thin and display-oriented, yet performatively effective due to the recognisability and omnipresence of its forms rather than definitional clarity or consistent strategic intent. Positivity achieves formative efficacy through polymodal iterative recurrence of recognisable forms, and authority sources, generating ambient uptake characterised by pragmatic, display-oriented enactment without internalisation, sometimes intensifying into defensive non-negativity. In parallel, individuals engage in constructive resignification, articulating “genuine” positivity grounded in personally salient practices and role-model behaviours, which enriches the norm’s constative content while remaining largely unrecognised organisationally. Our study contributes to performativity research, extends research on sociocultural norms in organisations, and reorients positivity scholarship towards the mechanisms through which positivity is normalised, reproduced, and variably inhabited.
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The Performativity of Positivity in Organisations: A Qualitative Investigation
Organisations are shaped by broader societal and cultural expectations (Dacin, 1997). Sociocultural norms define what is appropriate, which organisations translate into structures, practices, and routines (Dacin, 1997), shaping how organisational actors interpret situations and conduct themselves (Christensen et al., 2022). These norms encompass conventions regarding appropriate identities, bodies, appearances, and behaviours, governing conduct through regularity, approval, sanctioning, and institutionalisation (Morris et al., 2015). Prior research has documented the presence of such norms across organisational contexts, including nationalism (Koveshnikov et al., 2025), diversity (Brewis, 2025), meritocracy (Śliwa, 2025), professionalism (Carollo & Solari, 2019), and gendered, classed, and embodied conventions (Heizmann & Liu, 2022; Pouthier & Sondak, 2021). However, this body of work has tended to assume the existence and effects of established norms, with comparatively limited attention to how norms are enacted, reproduced, and adapted in everyday organisational life (Christensen et al., 2022).
Reflecting this gap, prior research has tended to examine norms that are contested, problematic, or formally prescribed, including standards surrounding gender, beauty, postcolonial embodiment, or emotional display (Ali & Syed, 2017; Eger, 2025; Elfenbein, 2023; Hollis et al., 2021; Islam & Philip, 2025). In contrast, sociocultural conventions that are widely embraced and rarely questioned, such as positivity, have received less scrutiny, despite functioning as injunctive norms that define what is socially approved (Van Kleef et al., 2019). 
Positivity, privileging positive states, affect, cognitions, and attitudes (Ciarrochi et al., 2022), is now taken-for-granted as desirable. Yet this ideal has undergone workplace normalisation, as observed by our participant who began his career in the 1960s: 
people were never interested who felt positive or negative... in my kind of earlier life, you came, did the job, done with it. When it's finished, I'll give you something else to do and then go and I'll see you tomorrow… trying to encourage people to think positively and be more enthusiastic about what they do has become a trend if you like… they realise that can increase productivity. So more companies started employing that. (Norman).
Existing knowledge about positivity derives primarily from positive organizational scholarship and positive psychology, which document associations with desirable outcomes including wellbeing and performance, establishing positivity as a valued resource (Cameron, 2021; Seligman, 2019). Critical scholarship offers counterpoint, revealing how positivity can serve disciplinary functions maintaining organisational control (Bennett, 2015; Cederström & Spicer, 2015; Mcdonald et al., 2021) and suppressing legitimate concern (Collinson, 2012). Positivity has also often been operationalised through feeling rules prescribing acceptable states and emotions (Diefendorff et al., 2016; Hochschild, 1979, 1983), to which employees respond by managing emotions or modifying emotional expressions (Grandey, 2000). While these perspectives illuminate positivity's effects and an intent behind its injunctions, they leave its operation underexplored, including how it manifests and acquires force. Understanding these mechanisms is important for explaining effects and, more broadly, advancing theoretical knowledge of how norms are brought into being in organisations. 
We adopt a performativity lens (Austin, 1962; Butler, 1990, 1993) to examine what organisational positivity utterances say, how they work, and what they do. The performativity perspective, theorising how language, practices, and material arrangements do not merely describe pre-existing realities but actively constitute and shape them, has been valuable for examining how organisational phenomena are brought into being (Gond et al., 2016; Simpson et al., 2021). Consistent with the performativity lens, we treat positivity utterances as encompassing not only speech acts, but also texts, practices, interactions, artefacts, and their constellations. We triangulate data from semi-structured interviews and vignette discussions with employees and key informants in HR and Communications with organisational documents, analysing positivity utterances to identify their mode, content category, meaning explication, performative type, agencement type, and uptakes by individuals. 
We contribute to performativity research by revealing mechanisms through which norms achieve performative success and produce variable uptakes. Specifically, we offer a typology of positivity utterances and identify formative efficacy, where positivity succeeds performatively through recognisable forms rather than definitional content; various uptake patterns based on critical and constructive resignification, and parallel inhabitation, where individuals strategically compartmentalise organisational and personal interpretive frameworks for the norm. Theorising positivity as a sociocultural norm and tracing how it becomes enacted organisationally addresses calls to broaden organisational conceptualisations of performativity and examine how performativity is organised (Gond et al., 2016; Prasad & Shadnam, 2023). Our analysis of positivity utterances provides a structured approach for examining how sociocultural norms materialise in organisations. By attending to the enactment of positivity, we add to “norm‑critical” research on how prevailing norms that permeate organisations are circulated and sustained in organisations, structuring relations, standards, and expectations (Christensen et al., 2022). Finally, we contribute to positive organizational scholarship by shifting the focus from examining outcomes to tracing positivity's performative operation, providing knowledge about the "conditions, processes, and consequences" of positive phenomena (Collinson, 2012, p. 101) and contextual influences (Ciarrochi et al., 2016; McNulty & Fincham, 2012).
Rethinking Positivity in Organisations: From Outcomes to Enactment
Research on positivity in organisations has primarily been advanced within positive psychology (PP) and positive organisational scholarship (POS) concerned with the investigation of positive processes, strengths, and virtues contributing to human flourishing and optimal functioning (Cameron, 2017; Carr et al., 2023; Caza, 2021). Positivity has been represented through a variety of single (e.g., positive emotions, hope, life satisfaction) and higher-order (e.g., PERMA, flourishing, thriving, PsyCap) constructs, reflecting individual subjective experiences, traits, states, strengths, virtues, abilities, psychological resources, and behaviours, and encompassing affective, cognitive, behavioural, and social aspects of functioning. While studies have linked positivity with employee wellbeing, performance, engagement, and job satisfaction (Bryson et al., 2017; Cameron, 2021; Dadich et al., 2015; Tenney et al., 2016), there are also findings pointing to its potential downsides (Spreitzer et al., 2021; Wong & Roy, 2018). For instance, positive affect can result in moral disengagement and increased incivility (Ilies et al., 2020), a positive outlook can exacerbate abuse (Sinclair et al., 2020), and the pursuit of positivity predicts worse wellbeing and mental health (Zerwas & Ford, 2021). In addition, PP and POS have faced critiques of conceptual vagueness about what positivity entails (Van Zyl et al., 2024). Importantly, PP and POS primarily conceptualise positivity as an important resource rather than a norm regarding how employees should appear, act, or orient themselves at work.
Yet, positivity has long circulated as a sociocultural convention, purportedly originating in movements such as New Thought, mind-cure, Christian Science, and Positive Thinking, which have promoted the mind’s power to overcome illness and adversity, and enable success and happiness (Horowitz, 2017; Cederström & Spicer, 2015). Seen as a manifestation of “Carnegie’s and Peale’s legacies” (Fineman, 2006, p.276), positivity in contemporary sociocultural discourses is equated with a happy, goal-driven, extroverted, resilient, confident personality (Ahmed, 2010; Cabanas & Illouz, 2019; Frawley, 2015; Gill & Orgad, 2018; Miller, 2008) dealing with difficulties through cheerful remarks and framing challenges as amusing stories (Kanai, 2018). Such understandings of positivity prescribed as a normative standard can escalate to extremes, including the toxic positivity mindset that urges constant positivity while dismissing the negative (Lecompte-Van Poucke, 2022), the pathologisation of negative affect (Fabian & Pykett, 2021), and unrealistic expectations (Van Zyl et al., 2024). 
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Organisational discourses and practices across industries and sectors have incorporated the growing emphasis on positivity (Brinkmann, 2017; Collinson, 2012; Held, 2018; Lee, 2017), as illustrated by anecdotal accounts of academics trained for a ‘positive attitude’ (Ehrenreich, 2009). While tensions arising from the misuse of positivity have been noted (Pina e Cunha et al., 2020), research has primarily focused on the adverse effects of self-generated individual positivity (e.g., Ilies et al., 2020) and its pursuit (e.g., Zerwas & Ford, 2021), with limited consideration of its enactment in organisations. Our concern, however, lies in how positivity operates in organisations, including the forms and mechanisms through which it appears, circulates, acquires force, and produces effects. Shifting the focus from the outcomes of positivity to its enactment in organisations may explain why positivity can be experienced as both beneficial and burdensome depending on the underlying processes. As reviewed in the next section, we employ a performativity lens to: (1) identify what positivity utterances communicate and (2) examine how these utterances operate and produce uptakes. 
Performativity Perspective on Positivity in Organisations
The concept of performativity, introduced by Austin (1962), refers to the capacity of language to bring about effects through utterances. Accordingly, utterances do not merely describe reality in a way that that can be judged true or false (the constative dimension) but realise the assumptions they presuppose (the performative dimension) (Austin, 1962). Austin (1962) distinguishes three types of speech acts performed in an utterance: locutionary (concerned with the act of producing meaningful utterances), illocutionary (the act performed in saying something, such as promising, warning, or ordering), and perlocutionary (the effect the utterance has on the listener). For instance, in "The cat is sleeping", the locutionary act is producing a meaningful statement, the illocutionary act may be issuing a warning, cautioning the listener against disturbing the cat, and the perlocutionary act is the listener possibly deciding not to disturb the cat or becoming curious. Searle (1969) specifies that illocutionary acts involve both a propositional content (what the utterance is about: the cat) and a predication (what is being said about that content: is sleeping), rendering the examination of both essential for understanding how utterances function performatively. 
Searle (1979) built on Austin’s (1962) preliminary classification of illocutionary utterances, identifying assertives (statements that commit the speaker to the truth of the expressed proposition (e.g., claiming, stating, reporting)), directives (attempts to get the hearer to do something (e.g., requesting, ordering, recommending)), commissives (committing the speaker to future action (e.g., promising, offering)), expressives (express the speaker’s psychological state or attitude toward a situation (e.g., thanking, apologising)), and declarations (changing the status or condition of something (e.g., naming a ship, firing an employee)). Cooren (2004) extends the illocutionary taxonomy to organisational texts, arguing that documents and other textual artefacts are not passive records but have the capacity to shape and sustain organisations across time and space. 
However, performativity is not limited to language: not only speech acts but also non-linguistic processes and practices (e.g., routines, rituals, bodily gestures, technologies, spatial arrangements) can performatively constitute reality (Butler, 2010), opening up opportunities to examine organisational phenomena as effects of such processes and practices (Gond et al., 2016). This recognition of performativity's material-discursive character aligns with Callon's (2007, p.160) concept of agencement, defined as “a combination of material and technical devices, texts, algorithms, rules, and human beings with their various instruments and prostheses, denoting socio-technical assemblages with the capacity to act and to give meaning to action”.
Importantly, a performative’s success depends on its being uttered in a felicitous context, i.e. by the appropriate actor, in the appropriate form, and at the appropriate time, which influences its uptake by the hearer (Austin, 1962). Bourdieu (1991) specifies the ‘felicitous context’ as the social conditions under which speech acts are produced and received, arguing that the performative force of utterances derives from the speaker’s institutional authority and the recognition of that authority by others. Derrida (1977) extends Austin’s perspective by emphasising the role of the speech act’s citationality, reflecting its repeatability across multiple contexts, as central to performativity. As such, a reiterative citational practice underpins the normalisation of cultural/symbolic constructions. Further, both Derrida (1977) and Butler (1993) prioritise citationality over the speaker’s intention in governing performativity. Because contexts are never exhaustively knowable, each repetition may diverge from its context in unpredictable ways, producing unintended meanings and effects (Derrida, 1977). 
Within organisation and management studies, the performativity perspective has been applied to a variety of domains, including strategy, routines, decision-making, gender, resistance, philanthropy, and information technology, showing how language, theories, or artefacts function performatively (e.g., Gond et al., 2016; Harding et al., 2017; Kornberger & Clegg, 2011; Salter, 2020). Recent work has adopted this lens to examine the realisation of alternative management ideas for the public good through performative practices (Laasch et al., 2025), the reshaping of the UK museum sector through business and management language (Aroles et al., 2023), the materialisation and consolidation of facial beauty norms through organisational communication’s authoritative texts (Hollis et al., 2021), and the performance of gendered norms in cultural contexts (Eger, 2025).
Our study focuses on how positivity becomes instantiated through material-discursive configurations. For the present study, the performativity lens suggests that positivity utterances encompass speech acts, written texts, practices, behaviours, material and technical devices, and any constellations of these. Such utterances can communicate intended meanings and enact positivity through repetition and authority (e.g., managers, HR professionals, senior leaders), potentially generating unintended uptakes in ways not fully determined by organisations. Consequently, we examine: (a) the constative content of positivity utterances, including how explicitly they articulate the meaning of positivity; and (b) their performative operation, focusing on how positivity utterances are enacted in organisations and taken up by individuals.
Method 
	Consistent with our theoretical stance, we aimed to examine the constative content of positivity utterances, their performative force, and uptakes they produce. We employed a qualitative design to capture positivity utterances while accessing individual interpretations and uptakes. We triangulated semi-structured interviews with organisational documents to collect data on verbal and non-verbal positivity utterances. Alongside broadening the range of positivity utterances, interviews elicited participants’ understandings of what “positivity” meant in those instances and captured how the utterances were taken up (perlocutionary effects). Those individual understandings were captured through reflection on personally salient examples and through vignette-based interview discussions. Documents predominantly provided access to the constative and illocutionary content of positivity utterances.
Data Collection
	Our purposive and snowball sampling of UK and US organisations was guided by the way positivity circulates as a global ideal through English-language business literature, social media, management discourse, and corporate cultures. Agencements comprise heterogeneous dispersed sociomaterial elements including discourses, understandings, embodied practices, material artefacts, institutions, spaces, and networks that often span organisational and national boundaries (Prasad & Shadnam, 2023). Accordingly, the multi-organisational approach of our study allowed us to capture a broader variation of positivity utterances’ agencement elements (Prasad & Shadnam, 2023) and prevent restricting our findings to a certain type of context. 
	All nineteen participants were individuals with first-hand engagement with organisational positivity utterances, either as end-users encountering day-to-day manifestations of positivity (53% employees), or as actors involved in producing/shaping them (managers, and HR and Communications key informants). This positioning provided participants with sufficient insight to comment on the content, performative operation, and perlocutionary effects of positivity. Interviewees were aged between 31 and 66 (mean = 41), with 47% being female. White British constituted 37% of the participants, the rest included Asian, Hispanic, Mediterranean, and White North American. 
	The interviews took place in participants’ or the researchers’ offices or online. They ranged from thirty-nine minutes to one hour and twenty-five minutes and were all recorded and transcribed verbatim. For purposes of data collection, we used the term “positive thinking” as a lay concept (Kelly, 2003) encompassing states, thoughts, attitudes, or feelings (Ciarrochi et al., 2022). Interviews used open-ended questions (e.g., "Can you tell me about positivity in your organization? What does it usually mean in concrete terms?") and reflective prompts (e.g., "What did positivity mean? Then what happened?"). To extend the range of positivity utterances and their constative content, we introduced vignettes describing open-ended workplace scenarios such as "Your friend Jasmine gets promoted to team leader. How would her subordinates' positive thinking help her manage the team?"). We presented the vignettes on laminated A4 cards and invited participants to complete and discuss them.  
	We had developed the vignettes with subject matter experts, including a UK academic who was a former HR director, and organisational psychologists. Vignettes materialised and contextualised positivity, which otherwise would have been hard to approach or generated more superficial responses (Kandemir & Budd, 2018). Often, vignettes triggered shifts to the discussion of participants’ own experiences without a prompt from our side, as participants projected their views onto vignette characters (Törrönen, 2018). When sourcing organisational documents and communications of the organisations our participants were employed by, we primarily focused on written texts but also included multimodal documents encompassing both texts and pictures such as social media accounts. Having considered the documents’ representativeness and purposes of their production, as defined in the literature (Bowen, 2009; Coffey, 2014), we included twenty-seven organizational documents and communications dating from 2013 comprising sustainability reports, websites, internal magazines, leadership frameworks, mission/value statements, selection tools, social media posts, organizational updates, and press interviews. 
	Participation in the study was voluntary, with informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity assured and ethical approval granted by the first researcher’s host institution at the time. We assigned fictious names to participants and changed or removed any identifying information (e.g., locations and names of any other persons or organisations) from direct quotes. In reporting organisational document analysis results, we broadly categorised sources and cloaked quotes, which involved paraphrasing the material to prevent identifying its original source through search engines (Whiting & Pritchard, 2018), ensuring participants’ and organisations’ anonymity. 
Data Analysis
Our analysis followed an abductive, performativity-informed qualitative approach (Tavory & Timmermans, 2012), in which we first identified positivity utterances in interview transcripts and documents, mapping them along intentionality (deliberate/unintentional) and apparency (overt/covert) dimensions, which resulted in the development of a typology of positivity utterances (Table 1). We examined positivity utterances across three analytical categories, including constative content, performative content and force, and uptake. Within these categories, we applied sensitising performativity concepts and iteratively moved between empirical material and theoretical constructs, coding positivity utterances in several stages and generating conceptualisations through two-stage coding (Gioia et al., 2012). 
We first coded what utterances asserted about positivity and how explicitly articulated what “positivity” means. We followed with the application of Searle’s (1979) typology of illocutionary acts to verbal and non-verbal positivity utterances’ performative content and examined how positivity was embedded in heterogenous agencement types (detailed in Table 1). We then analysed how positivity utterances derived force from citationality and authority. Finally, we analysed uptakes of positivity utterances by individuals through the lenses of resignification and subversion and examined for any links with illocutionary types. We attended to unexpected patterns that challenged or extended the existing theoretical framework (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007), which enabled the development of concepts explaining positivity’s performative operation such as constative thinness, omnipresence, formative efficacy, parallel inhabitation. 
Findings 
We categorised positivity utterances along the apparency and intentionality dimensions, identifying overt-deliberate, overt-unintentional, covert-deliberate, and covert-unintentional forms and their characteristics (Table 1). Utterances encompassed affective (enthusiasm, high energy), cognitive (positive approach, thinking positive), behavioural (confidence, determination), and interpersonal (energising others, driving positivity in teams) facets of positivity. 
Insert Table 1 about here
Constative Content 
The constative content of positive utterances, describing or asserting a quality or fact about positivity clustered into three categories. The most prevalent ‘Positivity is essential’ category highlighted positivity as a critical quality.  For instance, recruitment materials emphasised "generating an attitude of enthusiasm" and "interacting with enthusiasm and encouraging others to do the same," including a Group Human Resources Director naming enthusiastic employees as "stewards of the company" who prioritise company performance (Table 1). 
The second category, ‘Positivity qualities’ specified display-oriented attributes, such as pride, enthusiasm, energy, confidence, determination as desirable characteristics. Job advertisements and career development programs listed these as "preferred qualities and requirements," with progressively greater emphasis as one moved up organisational hierarchies. Enthusiasm was the most commonly referenced quality appearing repeatedly across job descriptions ('enthusiasm and passion as preferred qualities'), leadership frameworks ('generate an enthusiastic attitude'), internal communications ('interacting with enthusiasm'), and employee profiles ('known for their enthusiasm'). Other frequently invoked characteristics included energy ('energising others,' 'relentless drive'), confidence ('demonstrate confidence'), and positive approach ('acting positively,' 'thinking positive'). 
The third category, ’We are positive’, asserted positive identity through declarations in communications and visual materials. This included corporate social media accounts displaying images of smiling employees with hashtags like #spreadpositivity, while internal magazines featured senior leadership interviews with celebratory titles such as "Mr. Resilient Takes the Lead" and "Excitement and pride surround X development." As such, the categories captured norm-setting, value-signalling, or identity-asserting content (Austin, 1962). 
	Characteristics of the constative content included formulaic, generic, and limited positivity lexicon, and display-oriented framings (e.g. “show positivity toward work”, “interact with enthusiasm”). Job descriptions, leadership frameworks, and internal communications repeatedly deployed fixed pairings such as ‘positivity and enthusiasm’, ‘enthusiasm and passion’, ‘enthusiasm and drive’, ‘enthusiasm and determination’, ‘enthusiasm and commitment’, ‘pride and passion’, ‘excitement and pride’. In addition, certain nouns and verbs were typically modified by concrete adjectives, such as “positive environment” or “relentless drive”. 
	Positivity utterances included both nonpersonal decontextualised anonymous utterances and highly personal ones, such as a senior leader’s account, individual profiles in corporate magazine, interviews with rising stars, drawing on family and success story formats. Utterances did not necessarily demonstrate congruence and logic, suggesting unreflective production rather than deliberate messaging. For instance, positivity was simultaneously presented as already achieved and as persistently lacking, requiring further cultivation, such as organisational reports describing employees as empowered, thriving, or confident, while concurrently introducing initiatives to energise staff, drive positivity, or encourage the demonstration of enthusiasm. Further, positivity was invoked but constrained within existing organisational frameworks, for example, calls to demonstrate enthusiasm and passion embedded within predefined leadership competencies, career development programmes, and recruitment tools that specified how such qualities should be displayed. Comparable patterns were also evident in participants’ accounts exemplifying the enactment of positivity in everyday managerial practice. For instance, a manager described requesting employees to blend in and leave “negativity” behind the workplace in an offshore setting: 
You can tell when somebody’s not feeling good. I’d call them into my office and say, ‘What’s the problem? You know, you need to sort things out somewhere else’… They’d say ‘So you can’t be happy every day.’ I’d say ‘Well, no, you can’t. But we’re here for four weeks. We’re a close family and we affect each other. So if you cannot be happy, I prefer you not to be here’. (Neil).
This instance revealed contradictions: it acknowledged the impossibility of constant happiness while simultaneously positioning it as a condition for workplace presence. The “close family” framing contrasted with the implied expulsion, as families are not expected to exclude members for emotional states. 
	The extent of meaning elaboration, referring to how well organisational utterances clarified what ‘positivity’ entailed, was generally low. Utterances typically invoked positivity as a value or norm, signalled through recognisable forms to be displayed (e.g., pride, enthusiasm, energy), without unpacking what these entailed beyond the display. High explication primarily appeared in prompt-based individual reflections during interviews, where participants elaborated explicit meanings based on specific, often role model, behaviours (e.g., leaders). For instance, Helen framed positivity drawing on her manager's guidance about responding to difficult colleagues: 
When people react badly, or seem to be not wanting to agree to something, try and think about the positive reasons why they might be doing this rather than focusing on the negative traits and characteristics and the impact it was creating... you need to understand the psyche behind why it is that they're reacting or responding in a certain way. 
The articulation grounded in reflective meaning creation provided substantive content distinguishing it from low-explication organisational utterances, which proved consequential for uptake patterns, as we elaborate in the respective subsection later. Notably, these practices reflected how individuals naturally approached their work and interactions, yet they were not presented or framed as “positivity” by those engaging in them. Instead, they were tied to broadly valued practices such as empathy, inclusiveness, or purposeful reframing and were interpreted as positivity by observers. While it is beyond the scope of the current paper to present the full range of diverse individual meanings of positivity, we identified that they extended along referential (self, others, environment) and modal (cognitive, affective, behavioural) dimensions.
	In sum, the constative content of organisational positivity was overwhelmingly characterised by generic lexicon, fixed pairings, and display-oriented framings. Positivity was typically invoked as something to be demonstrated rather than defined, resulting in low levels of meaning elaboration across organisational utterances. More substantively elaborated understandings were articulated primarily through individuals’ reflections on concrete practices and role-model behaviours. However, these practices were not framed or recognised organisationally as “positivity”. Alongside this constative thinness, positivity utterances frequently combined affirmations and requirements in internally inconsistent ways, pointing to the absence of a strategic top-down intent underpinning their production.
Performative Force 
We identified formative efficacy of positivity utterances largely achieving performative success through recognisability of form rather than constative content. Formative efficacy operated through three interconnected mechanisms, including polymodal circulation across varied manifestations and agencements, form recognisability (identifiability when communicated, articulability by individuals, detectability when performed), and iterative recurrence through distributed authority sources.
While the constative content of positivity utterances was thin, they relied on a broad range of forms operating simultaneously through constellations of heterogenous elements (see Table 1 for agencement types and examples), producing an effect of omnipresence that participants characterised as “hard to avoid seeing”. Notably, positivity utterances achieved performative force regardless of intentionality and apparency, such that even covert-unintentional utterances (e.g., casual positivity references or visuals) contributed to positivity’s omnipresence and invoked uptake. 
Repeatedly invoked formats included textual (e.g., communications) and visual (e.g., happy employees in social media posts, smiling faces on websites) materials, organisational rituals and recognition (e.g., publicly praising and awarding with certificates and prizes in staff meetings, internal communications highlighting exemplars), embodied practices (e.g., excessively hearty greeting of ‘positive’ employees, physical demonstrations of animated enthusiasm), linguistic markers (e.g., hashtags including #spreadpositivity, 'Wowzers!' and 'awesome' expressions), interpersonal modeling (e.g., through positivity champions), narrative genres following wider established sociocultural and templates (e.g., family references, success profiles emphasising resilience, 'winning' framings in internal communications). 
For instance, Nuri’s account illustrated positivity operating through a systematic apparatus comprising organisational (specialised Internal Communications units), material (reports, newsletters, magazines), temporal (regular publications), spatial (organisation-wide circulation), textual (employee stories in commendation articles), and social (the creation of exemplars “other people want to imitate”) elements. Organisational magazines further exemplified positivity operating through discursive (exclamatory language, such as “Energize!”), symbolic (personification through nicknames such as “Mr. Resilient”), and narrative (familiar genres of journeys and winning) elements. In turn, organisational social media posts highlighted visual elements (smiling faces captured in photographs) and circulation (through likes and reposts), with hashtags intertextually linking these posts to wider organisational positivity utterances, while positivity encouragement practices illustrated embodied (shoulder pats directed at ‘positive’ employees) and affective (hyperbolic enthusiasm displays) elements operating in ensemble.
	Importantly, these forms were recognisable regardless of whether the utterances were overt or covert, deliberate or unintentional. The display-oriented nature of the utterances, which often emphasised the demonstration of positivity qualities such as enthusiasm, energy, passion, or pride, foregrounded observable displays of positivity as what mattered, enabling individuals to recognise and reproduce these forms. The recognisability of positivity forms was evident in participants’ ability to identify when such forms were being communicated, often noting that “this happens a lot” (Emma). Participants were also able to articulate positivity forms by drawing on the limited constative content, particularly display-oriented qualities. Olivia’s observation explicitly evidenced the articulability of the forms as specific beliefs and conduct constituting a uniform repertoire that individuals were expected to reproduce, in which form mattered more than substance:
in my organisation, there is this way that management should conduct themselves. So there are certain values and certain behaviours that we are supposed to be demonstrating. And sometimes you can see that their actions and behaviours are done just for the sake of saying that we’re positive about things (Olivia).
Additionally, individuals were able to detect when positivity forms were being performed, as exemplified by Ralph’s reflection: 
We have a lot of leaders who pretend to be positive and it's very hollow…it's more like they're just saying things because they want their management to think that they are on board with that… leaders kind of fool themselves thinking that just because they're saying that, people will follow them and it's really more related to genuine…
The quote illustrates that the performative operation of positivity was recognisable to individuals, who could attribute strategic motivations (“they want their management to think”) and evaluate the quality of performances by distinguishing hollow displays from what they understood as “genuine” positivity.
The convergence where all referenced similar displays despite varying contexts evidenced the circulation of positivity as standardised forms recognisable across organisational settings. Citationality operated primarily at the level of the normative generic positivity display template issued by authorised sources, including organisational communication channels and actors such as HR and management, rather than referencing specific prior utterances. In addition to conventional sources of authority, positivity qualities were conveyed through employees positioned as organisational exemplars of positivity. In magazine interviews featuring such positivity champions, individuals attributed their advancement to "putting enthusiasm into their role", framing this simultaneously as identity claim ("I'm known for my enthusiasm") and an implicit directive to aspirants.
The performative types of positivity utterances (Table 1) predominantly included directives, urging, requiring, or advising positivity. Directives were typically normative-prescriptive and low‑to‑medium in meaning elaboration, largely contributing to positivity’s omnipresence. We also found expressives denoting approval, commendation, and recognition of positivity, and assertives, frequently adopting the form of explanation (e.g., article titles, stories) based on an assumed shared understanding, rather than clear semantic content. Notably, performative and uptake types appeared to be connected, as discussed next. 
Uptakes
Despite constative thinness and a lack of consistent intent, positivity utterances achieved widespread uptake, even when covert. Directives, particularly those low in meaning elaboration, frequently produced ambient uptake, in which individuals reproduced display-oriented positivity in response to its atmospheric presence without internalising, rendering positivity a taken-for-granted organisational norm. Organisational positivity utterances were interpreted in relatively uniform, display-oriented terms, giving participants a shared sense of what needed to be demonstrated. Examples of ambient uptake included sustaining team morale through positivity displays, playing along by recognising positivity as a “game”, or activating positivity as a mode of working. Ambient uptake was largely underpinned by treating positivity as a set of organisational rules, often followed for pragmatic reasons. Yvonne’s account illustrates that individuals recognised positivity as an implicit organisational expectation shaped by hierarchy, which individuals strategically enacted to protect their standing:
Sometimes… you recognise it's in your interest to be seen positive… you might not want to dump all your concerns on someone senior because… they're up there. If you are a more junior person, what they want from you is ‘Yes’, a lot of the time.
As such, while participants valued positivity and identified as positive individuals, they did not internalise organisational, display-oriented positivity, yet still enacted it even in the absence of explicit pressure.
	Rather than internalising organisational meanings, participants reinterpreted positivity utterances by reworking them through alternative framings. Illustrating such reinterpretations, Vail described pervasive organisational website always featuring:
a smiling face of someone in senior leadership. Are you familiar with the term ‘devotional’? So it's a religious term…in the States, it's like a short, written meditation, talking about religion… But we joke that we have bank devotionals, where the chief financial officer will be talking about ‘My great grandmother is, you know, 92 years old, and she's from Sicily. And every time I go visit her, I'm reminded of these positive family traditions and things like that’. So they put things on there, it's hard to avoid seeing and there's always some sort of positive message behind them.
This account cited organisational positivity in a way that marked it as excessive, quasi-religious, and faintly ridiculous, reacting primarily to the form and tone of the communications, including smiling senior leaders, personal stories, and moralising messages. As such, the original meaning (inspirational leadership communication, positive messaging) was re-signified as a form of value inculcation. By ironically renaming these messages as "bank devotionals," Vail and colleagues reframed uplifting stories as indoctrinatory, with the use of religious terminology exposing their absurdity ineffectiveness. 
The ambient uptake often took a defensive form where individuals not only displayed positivity and concealed negativity but also accentuated non-negativity to avoid any association with being "negative. Participants described the risks of acknowledging difficulties or concerns, as doing so could result in being marked as “naysayer”, “not team player”, or "not positive person". For instance, Yasmin demonstrated defensive reinterpretation by reframing positivity requirements through negativity avoidance: 
So internally I think I'm more pessimistic but externally I try to show people I'm not that pessimistic…I worry about things but I sort it out inside…I do this because I don’t want to worry them, I don’t want to stress them because I think that's my problem. Like I should sort it out you know, internally.
Rather than displaying positivity, Yasmin strategically enacted non-negativity, shifting the emphasis from “being positive” to “not being negative”. This reinterpretation altered the meaning of organisational positivity through alternative citation, with defensive non-negativity framing revealing positivity as a performed requirement rather than a genuinely internalised state. 
In contrast, an alternative form of uptake framed as “genuine” positivity captured personally salient understandings evident across participants, often based on role-model behaviour examples that they reflected on during interviews. While ambient uptake reproduced recognisable positivity forms (enthusiasm, confidence, energy) on the basis of thin constative content and without internalisation, the uptake framed as “genuine” positivity generated more fully elaborated, individual-specific meanings and psychologically anchored understandings that enriched the constative content of positivity utterances. Some examples of such meanings, which lay outside the reach of organisational utterances, included perspective taking, emotional space-holding, acknowledging and framing difficulties as meaningful, or guiding employee growth in an energising manner. Rose’s account illustrates how participants derived meanings of positivity from concrete, observed practices, particularly those enacted by leaders in everyday interactions: 
She has this thing about her that a lot of people are drawn to her because she’s so friendly… She talks to everybody so, as the executive director one of the things that I love about her is that she knows all the gardeners, all the people in maintenance, like people who are usually forgotten by the other HRDs.
The quote shows that positivity was understood not as an abstract disposition or a matter of display, but as a relational practice grounded in inclusive, attentive engagement with staff members often overlooked by organisational hierarchies. As such, participants’ understandings of positivity were grounded in specific behaviours rather than abstract qualities or generic directives and remained unreflected in organisational utterances.
Crucially, ambient uptake and the construction of “genuine” positivity meanings did not represent mutually exclusive alternatives but coexisted as separate frameworks that participants did not seek to integrate, evidencing parallel inhabitation. Such strategic compartmentalisation of organisational and personal interpretive frameworks around the same norm enabled individuals to enact organisational forms while maintaining distinct, personally meaningful understandings. Participants valued positivity and largely identified as positive individuals based on their own constatively rich frameworks, while keeping these distinct from the organisational one. This coexistence revealed that positivity achieved extensive and uniform behavioural adoption based on a shared, albeit thin, constative content, which sustained its formative efficacy and performative continuity, while simultaneously generating a variety of elaborated, individual-specific meanings that remained private and performatively dormant.
In sum, despite constative thinness and the absence of consistent strategic intent, organisational positivity achieved widespread uptake through ambient enactment of recognisable display-oriented forms, without internalisation, and accompanied by defensive strategies that reframed positivity as non-negativity. In parallel, participants articulated an alternative uptake framed as “genuine” positivity, grounded in personally salient, behaviour-based understandings derived from observed role models, without integrating the coexisting frameworks.
Discussion 
Our study investigated how positivity, a broad sociocultural convention regarding affect, demeanour, and orientation, gains force in organisations. Adopting a performativity lens, we trace organisational positivity utterances across texts, practices, and behaviours, distinguishing their constative content, performative operation, and uptake. We develop a typology of positivity utterances and identify three key findings: (1) formative efficacy: positivity succeeds performatively through recognisable forms rather than definitional content and deliberate intent; (2) the omnipresence of positivity generates strategic uninternalised ambient uptake: a display-oriented reproduction of positivity’s forms, including a defensive variant; (3) parallel inhabitation: alongside these performances, individuals sustain personally meaningful, psychologically anchored “genuine” positivity through constructive resignification, yet these meanings enriching the constative content of the norm largely remain publicly unarticulated and therefore performatively dormant. We interpret our findings, articulating respective contributions to theory and research. 
Omnipresence and Efficacy without Intent and Constative Richness
Our findings indicate that positivity’s performativity is polymodal, operating through constellations of visual, material, social, textual, embodied, temporal, spatial, discursive, symbolic, narrative, and affective elements. Positivity is therefore not carried by language alone, but by interplays between talk, artefacts, and bodily practices, consistent with performativity research emphasising the entanglement of material and discursive elements in the constitution of organisational realities (Gond et al., 2016). The authority underpinning these utterances was likewise distributed. Alongside conventional sources such as HR, senior leaders, and formal communication channels, positivity was reinforced through actors functioning as positivity champions, reflecting the delegation of authority to those who accurately reproduce institutionalised ideological forms (Bourdieu, 1991).
The iterative recurrence of recognisable formats across multiple channels and authority sources contributed to the omnipresence and unavoidability of positivity. Due to this ambient quality, positivity was performatively effective even when covert or unintentional, which supports theoretical emphasis on citationality and authority over intention in governing performativity (Bourdieu, 1991; Butler, 1993; Derrida, 1977). The broader implication is that organisational norms may become embedded not necessarily through deliberate imposition, but through accumulation that renders particular ways of being increasingly inevitable and natural.
Importantly, positivity was performatively successful despite its constative thinness. The norm’s literal meaning was typically hollow, often resembling slogans or proclamations. Positivity utterances rarely offered substantive definitions, reducing positivity to display-like qualities. Constative thinness involved intertextuality, "the presence of actual elements of other texts within a text" (Fairclough, 2003, p. 39), with organisational positivity utterances referencing and incorporating elements from other texts, such as value frameworks or competency models in HR Director interviews. The recurrence of formulaic phrases like "enthusiasm and passion" or "enthusiasm and drive" enabled mimetic reproduction across organisational boundaries, consistent with the idea of texts as "mosaic of quotations" (Kristeva, 1986, p. 37), through which organisations absorb and transform elements from wider positivity discourse into local texts. 
Additionally, we observed modifiers, in which certain nouns and verbs were paired with concrete adjectives, creating implicit assumptions treated as obvious knowledge (Austin, 1962), such as "positive environment" presupposing positivity as an environmental attribute. Repeated fixed pairings (e.g., enthusiasm + drive/passion, pride + passion) generated recognisable and reproducible structures that created an appearance of substantive content while remaining constatively hollow. Positivity was performatively effective even when the content was incongruent (for example, invoking “family” framing to expel a team member for negativity). Interestingly, even utterances containing explicit personal references, such as first-person narratives or those naming concrete individuals (e.g., CFO family story, individual profiles in corporate magazines, or rising star interviews) were recognised and performatively enacted on the basis of their form rather than their content. Here, subjective content could have instantiated a familiar positivity format, suggesting that form may override even genuine well-intentioned content. Accordingly, organisational positivity utterances were not read literally, nor was the truth or falsity of the constative content considered relevant. For the organisation, the literal content functioned to affirm positivity, whereas for individuals it was largely peripheral. 
The thinness of positivity’s constative content mirrors broader societal and cultural discourses in which positivity is disproportionately represented as positive affectivity, resilience, or confidence (Cabanas & Illouz, 2019; Gill & Orgad, 2018). From a performativity perspective, this narrowing may reflect a historical transformation of a once influential ideology with theological foundations into an empty buzzword and hollow organisational forms (Alvesson, 2013; Berti, 2017) through routinisation processes (Hatch, 1993) including commodification, formalisation, and embeddedness across cultural and organisational discourse.
By identifying formative efficacy in which performative success relies on the recognisability of form, sustained through repetitive citation by authoritative sources, rather than on constative elaboration, we extend the proposition that felicity depends on familiar propositional content (Austin, 1962). Our findings suggest that a norm-related utterance can ‘do’ something without explicitly defining or explaining the norm. Positivity, in this sense, was simultaneously hollow and effective. More broadly, demonstrating that performativity can operate at the level of form rather than substance advances theoretical understandings of how thinly defined norms can endure performatively. In addition, the performative travel of positivity may have been enabled precisely by its constative lightness. Norms’ ambiguity can protect them by containing or deflecting departures (Butler, 1990). Our finding suggests that, apart from defensive (vagueness prevents contestation), constative thinness can also serve expansive (vagueness enables widespread citation) functions. 
Uptake Patterns and Parallel Inhabitation
The depth of uptake varied with the degree to which positivity utterances explicated meaning, and with their performative type. A prominent pattern was ambient uptake: an instrumental, convergent, display-oriented reproduction of positivity in response to its omnipresence, enacted despite recognition of the hollowness of positivity’s. Ambient uptake was commonly associated with directives, which tended to take normative, prescriptive forms while offering low to medium levels of meaning elaboration. In such instances, performativity was realised through performance: individuals engaged in strategic and iterative self-presentation to maintain social intelligibility (Butler, 1997, 2013; Goffman, 1959). While not identifying with the positivity forms, individuals faithfully reproduced them through the strategic performances.
These patterns also indicate that uptake is not adequately captured by binary accounts that imply either felicitous or infelicitous outcomes. A performative subject constitution perspective instead points to variability: uptake can be contingent, partial, and open to reinterpretation, such that each enactment simultaneously cites an established form and contains the possibility of divergence (Butler, 1993; Derrida, 1977). Norms constitute subjects through repetition, yet this constitution is never perfect or fully fixed and remains open to resignification and subversion (Butler, 1990, 2014). Resignification occurs when iterations reuse the norm differently, altering its conventional meaning and potentially destabilising it by exposing its constructed and unsustainable character (Butler, 1990, 2021). Because what counted as “positivity” was rarely discussed publicly, its constative content remained open and indeterminate, allowing space for varied interpretations. Within this space, we observed two forms of resignification with potentially different implications for the continuity of organisational positivity. 
Critical resignification, which was less common, involved oppositional framings that mobilised irony exposing positivity as pervasive and manipulative (“bank devotionals”). Data also captured limited subversion, a structural possibility opened by repetition, in which agency operates by “working the weakness in the norm” (Butler, 2010, p.257), thereby disrupting it (Butler, 1990). Subversion primarily manifested through exaggeration, where the enactment exceeded what the norm communicated. Specifically, individuals either performed positivity forms in contexts incongruent with the norm’s presuppositions (e.g., enthusiasm during downsizing) or engaged in defensive uptake. In the latter variant of uptake, individuals did not simply reproduce the norm (displaying positivity) and concealed deviation (suppressing negativity) but also signaled non-deviation (accentuating non-negativity). 
Defensive uptake, where the perlocutionary effect exceeds the illocutionary content, goes beyond merely performing positivity to actively signal distance from negativity, evidencing an overcorrection aimed at protecting against potential retributions. This pattern demonstrates the disciplinary operation of positivity’s performativity: while explicit prohibition of negativity would be contestable, atmospheric presence of positivity pushes it out of the space through self-surveillance. Such accentuation, driven by perceived inappropriateness of negativity, exemplifies the pathologisation of negative affect in contemporary public discourse (Fabian & Pykett, 2021; Forgas, 2013). Overtime, exaggerated performances setting expectations too high may expose positivity as an unsustainable demand. As such, what appears as reinforcement may accumulate toward destabilisation of positivity. 
Constructive resignification involved individuals developing alternative meanings framed as "genuine” positivity, in contrast to organisational quasi-positivity and its hollow forms. Quasi positivity, though not offering substantive meanings itself, functioned both as a constraint on performance and as a backdrop against which individuals generated “genuine” positivity meanings that remained largely invisible to the organisation. Constructive resignification was common, suggesting that individuals were more inclined to rework the norm by crafting alternative meanings than to oppose organisational forms directly.  
Through constructive resignification, individuals filled the constative void of organisational forms with personally meaningful rather diverse and idiosyncratic “genuine” positivity grounded in their own experiences and role-model examples of attitudes and interactions that felt authentic. The practices that individuals interpreted as “genuine” positivity were not explicitly marked as positive in the moment, nor were they directive, yet they provided substantive constative content even though they were largely absent from organisational utterances. Such utterances with high meaning elaboration commonly involved assertives and expressives. The content engagement enriched the constative content of positivity and strengthened its psychological anchoring. In effect, participants internalised their own reframed understanding of positivity, not the organisational template, illustrating agency exercised within the norm’s constraints (Butler, 2013).
This cultivation of an alternative, personally meaningful positivity resembles Mahmood’s (2005) conception of agency as inhabiting norms through ethical self-formation. Our participants valued positivity, self-identified as positive, and developed self-congruent understandings. However, unlike Mahmood's subjects who integratively inhabited normative traditions, in our study, agency manifested as parallel inhabitation: performing positivity forms despite recognising their hollowness, and maintaining personal meanings, with the two modes coexisting without attempts at integration. As such, participants’ self-identification as positive aligns more with Butler’s (1997) view of internalisation as a process through which norms shape self-understanding rather than simply entering an already-formed psyche. Individuals appropriated positivity, infusing it with personal meanings and significance absent from organisational forms. 
Internalisation is not uniform or predictable: norms are taken up differently, often producing ambivalence (Butler, 1997), which may explain the co-existence of individual meanings with strategic performances of constatively thin positivity forms. By generating personally meaningful alternatives, constructive resignification enabled parallel inhabitation: individuals could reproduce hollow organisational forms while maintaining identification with “genuine” positivity privately. Internalising the norm through self-authored meanings may render otherwise instrumental performances more personally bearable or important. The compartmentalisation through parallel inhabitation may also offer symbolic autonomy (Brehm, 1966), preserving a sense of authentic selfhood. Yet, continued performance of forms contributes to the norm’s sustainability, as mastery in performance reproduces submission to the norm (Butler, 1997).
Notably, these altered “genuine positivity” meanings supporting internalisation largely remained performatively dormant. The unique private constructive meanings were unarticulated publicly and existed as isolated individual recognitions, remaining invisible to organisations. In this respect, widespread constructive resignification sustained organisational positivity rather than disrupting it. However, internalised norms do not remain stable but can be reworked too (Butler, 1997). Over time, the gap between form-based performances of positivity and authentic meanings may seek resolution. If citations of positivity are discontinued for any reason, the instrumental need to reproduce its forms may diminish. Should organisational positivity utterances decline, individuals might reattach their internalised meanings, tied to broadly endorsed relational and sensemaking practices, such as inclusive engagement and constructive reframing, to other emerging norms. All these possibilities raise questions for further research. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk67322849]We examined how positivity works in organisations by tracing its performative circulation across texts, visuals, practices, and interactions, identifying that positivity in organisational utterances is typically constatively thin and display-oriented, yet performatively effective through the recognisability and repetition of its forms rather than consistent top-down intent. The utterances commonly elicit a pragmatic reproduction of positivity’s forms, sometimes intensifying into defensive non-negativity. In parallel, individuals develop diverse, practice-grounded meanings of “genuine” positivity through constructive resignification, enriching positivity’s constative content and strengthening its psychological anchoring, even as these meanings remain largely unrecognised by organisations and performatively dormant. Our findings show how sociocultural norms can acquire force and become variably inhabited in organisations. 
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Table 1
Examples of Positivity Utterances in Organisations
	Mode
	Content category
	Meaning  elaboration
	Performative type
	Agencement type
	Illustrative example

	Overt &
Deliberate
	Positivity qualities
	Medium (specific display qualities)
	Directive
	Discursive-material- 
-embodied

	Explicit communication in documents stressing the necessity to demonstrate enthusiasm, energy, passion, pride, confidence, and positive approach.

	Covert & Deliberate
	Positivity is essential
	Low (signalling the value of positivity)
	Expressive (with directive undertone)  
	Material-spatial-social-embodied


	Management distinguishing and favouring so-called positive employees and encouraging them in various ways including publicly praising and awarding with certificates and prizes in staff meetings, greeting them in an over-animated, excessively hearty manner, or patting them on the shoulder. Participants interpreted such manifestations as projecting an example to be followed by the rest.

	Overt & Unintentional 
	Positivity is essential
	Low (generic encouragement)
	Directive 
	Discursive-social


	Positivity sentences and expressions used in everyday language without the intent to enforce but also without consideration given to their meaning and impact, and sensitivity to individuals’ reactions. Examples included casual encouragement to think/be positive thrown away without appreciation of potential adverse effects.

	Covert & Unintentional 
	We are positive 
	Low (signalling positivity)
	Expressive (with directive undertone)
	Discursive-visual-embodied-material-social
	Corporate social media accounts containing images of smiling and happy employees with hashtags including #spreadpositivity, “Wowzers!” and “awesome” expressions, and people in photos encouraging viewers to demonstrate positive emotions.



