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Abstract 
Positivity has been shown to improve wellbeing and performance, but can it yield beneficial outcomes when it is mandatory? Drawing on identity regulation theory, we investigate the manifestations, mechanisms, and consequences of imposing positivity in organisations on employees. Using grounded theory, we collect and analyse 436 pages of textual data from 19 interviews and vignette discussions with an international sample of employees, middle managers, and informants from Communications and HR departments and 27 organisational documents. Through iterative coding, we identify different types of top-down positivity imposition and that it incites emotional distress, creates unfavourable perceptions, and results in openly opposing or feigning positivity. We offer a conceptual model integrating imposing positivity as a precursor to the perceived obligation to display positivity, resistance to such pressure as an outcome, and mechanisms and conditions of these relationships. Our contributions include extending positive organisational scholarship with the knowledge on the unintended consequences of positivity, framing mandatory positivity as a new form of control, and linking to the literature on antecedents of emotional labour in intra-organisational settings by identifying it as an atypical individual resistance to positivity imposition. 
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“They almost force positive thinking on you”: practices and consequences of imposing positivity in organisations.

Introduction
Positivity has long been celebrated as a catalyst for enhanced subjective well-being, improved performance, and increased motivation, with an extensive body of research attesting to its benefits (e.g., Tenney et al., 2016). Broadly defined as positive states, affect, cognitions, or attitudes (Ciarrochi et al., 2022), positivity has been promoted as a self-help technique to foster health, wellbeing, and good performance across practitioner literatures and HRM consultancy (e.g., Brinkmann, 2017; Fineman, 2006; Held, 2018). However, while the benefits of positivity are well-documented, it can have a potential dark side when individuals are compelled to demonstrate it, which remains underexplored in organisational settings.
The exploration of discourses and experiences of the pressure to demonstrate positivity in non-work settings has shown that such approaches are counterproductive, generating guilt and self-blame in patients with cancer (McCreaddie et al., 2010; Ruthig et al., 2012; Tod et al. 2011). Similar concerns may arise in the organisational context when positivity is enforced on employees leading to discontent (Mancini et al., 2022). Despite indications that excessive emphasis on positivity at work may result in emotion suppression, biased organisational processes, hindered communication and decision-making, negatively impacting individual wellbeing and effective leadership (Collinson, 2012; Fineman, 2006), the practice, processes, and consequences of imposing positivity in organisations remain largely unexamined. The current knowledge is limited to anecdotal evidence and critiques, with a paucity of focused empirical investigation obscuring a holistic understanding of positivity.
In this study, we build a conceptual understanding of the dynamics and implications of imposing positivity by investigating its manifestations, mechanisms, and consequences through the prism of identity regulation theory (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Using grounded theory approach, we integrate data from semi-structured interviews including vignette discussions with an international sample of employees, middle managers, and key informants in HR and Communications as well as relevant organisational documents. For purposes of data collection, we use the term “positive thinking” as a lay concept (Kelly, 1970) encompassing states, thoughts, attitudes, or feelings (Ciarrochi et al., 2022).
We contribute to positive organisational scholarship with the knowledge about the “conditions, processes, and consequences” of positive phenomena (Collinson, 2012, p.101) and the contextual influences on them (Ciarrochi et al., 2016; Bennett, 2015; McNulty & Fincham 2012). Specifically, we offer a typology and model of imposing positivity, integrating the transformation of mandated positivity into perceived positivity display pressure, underlying mechanisms, and any resistance. Our work speaks to critiques of prevailing assumptions of positivity’s inherent virtue, limiting a nuanced understanding (Lindebaum & Jordan, 2014), and the ethicality and effectiveness of coercion to positivity (Friedli & Stearn, 2015). We extend research on identity regulation by framing positivity as a form of control and expand our understanding of why employees engage in emotional labour in intra-organisational settings by identifying it as an atypical individual resistance (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Gabriel et al., 2023; Mumby, 2019). 
Theoretical approach and previous research
Positivity can be used as a means of subtle organisational control over employees through shaping a “corporate-approved” identity (Alvesson et al., 2008) spreading positive beliefs, affect, and attitudes. From the identity regulation perspective, organisations promote positive characteristics and identities to influence employee behaviour in line with organisational goals (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Promoted personal attributes, such as positive attitude, confidence, or high energy (Collinson, 2012; Dutton et al., 2010), can be reflected in organisational behavioural guidelines prescribing employee role approach, interactions, and emotion expression in the workplace (Alvesson, 2000; Diefendorff & Richard, 2003). Such guidance targets the content and valence of employees’ thoughts and affect so that they self-motivate and self-discipline to put in greater efforts towards organisational objectives and enhance own career prospects  (Delbridge & Ezzamel, 2005; Fairclough, 2001; Friedli & Stearn, 2015). Relevant communication channels include formal downward corporate communication, such as emails, newsletters, magazines, websites, job specifications and advertisements, corporate mission and value statements (e.g., Yates, 1989), and processes, for example, selection, onboarding, training, appraising performance, or rewarding (e.g., Alvesson et al., 2008). If employees accept and internalise the promoted qualities, they feel comfortable demonstrating them (Fairclough, 2001). 
However, when the characteristics conflict with the employee’s identity, they may show resistance to the imposition in various forms, as suggested by emerging research (Fa et al., 2022; Mumby, 2019). These range from hidden individual actions to overt group opposition, varying in degrees of intensity, intent, frequency, and effectiveness (Fa et al., 2022; Mumby et al., 2017). In this paper, we consider individual infrapolitics denoting covert low-profile resistance, and insubordination involving open contestation to organisational attempts to impose positivity (Scott, 1990). The former includes subtle, often unnoticed acts (e.g., humour or scepticism), aiming to distance from the source of oppression, whereas the latter includes more direct actions (e.g.,  misbehaviour or whistleblowing) (Fa et al., 2022; Mumby et al., 2017). The borderline between resistance and compliance is also not necessarily clearcut (Collinson, 1994): employees can hiddenly oppose but publicly conform with organisational policies (Fa et al., 2022), as illustrated by examples of openly supporting but privately countering organisational change programmes and business strategy among Amsterdam municipal employees or UK early-career academics (Bristow et al., 2017; Ybema & Horvers, 2017). 
While research on imposing positivity remains limited, studies in the critical framework have investigated other imposed perceptions, attitudes, or behaviours in organisations through the identity regulation prism. For instance, employees perceived organisation-driven fun activities as coercive and serving organisational objectives rather than benefiting employees, resisting through distancing from the activities and the organisation (Plester et al, 2015). A case study examining how a child and family social work service in England attempted to achieve employee conformity through managing pride and shame (Gibson, 2019), found that the organisational attempts led to empowerment when aligned with workers’ feelings, and stress and dissonance if mismatched, depending on the extent of acceptance. Another case study showed that disabled employees actively navigated and countered organisational efforts to downplay disability, including hiding it to claim rewards associated with non-disability, or accentuating (Jammaers & Zanoni, 2021). A study in an Australia-based call centre found that the organisational push for authenticity (“just be yourself!”), seen as an attempt to distract from other controls, sparked employee backlash and confusion as employees were mandated to partake in fun activities (Fleming & Sturdy, 2011).
At a US metal fabrication plant, promoting a "healthy worker" identity that conflicted with employees' self-perceptions led to worries about penalties for non-compliance and the perception of manipulation (James et al., 2023). Interviews with call centre managers in India revealed that in the context of depersonalised bullying, organisations cultivated the notion of professionalism to regulate employee identity, achieving conformity but also generating emotional distress  (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2013). Attempts to regulate employee identity through self-help programmes in a knowledge-intensive organisation met with unexpected resistance, with employees using the provided resources to challenge organisational demands (Carlone & Larson, 2006). A discrepancy between the promoted idea of a skilled, committed, and adaptable global workforce and the reality of being treated as less competent by Western peers in India's IT sector prompted employees to question organisational practices and policies (Koppman et al., 2016). The promotion of the ideal consultant identity through attitudes, gestures, and postures, although conformed to was not necessarily internalised, evident, for instance, in parodic behaviours (Paring et al., 2017). Importantly, the organisational regulation of employee self-expression, requiring increased self-control, can result in dissonance, depleted resources, and performance trade-offs (Grandey et al., 2015).
Thus, research in multiple settings has focused on various identity constructs, exploring instances and practices of organisational attempts to regulate employee identity by imposing patterns of thinking, feeling, or behaving. Research highlights the “when” of the acceptance-rejection spectrum of employee reactions, including various degrees of internalisation, negotiation, or resistance, depending on the alignment with the promoted identity. Yet, our knowledge of imposing positivity at work is limited to anecdotal evidence, critiques, or studies not primarily focused on the phenomenon as research has not sufficiently explored expectations to express positivity at work and employee reactions to such expectations. Drawing on identity regulation and resistance theory, we examine how organisations leverage positivity as a unique form of control through the promotion of specific “positive” attributes and discourse. We seek to build a conceptual understanding of positivity imposition in organisations by investigating its manifestations, mechanisms, and consequences, including employee perceptions and behaviours, using employee and managerial perspectives and organisational document analysis. 
Research methods and analytical approach
We used grounded theory method as most appropriate for areas with poor theoretical foundation (Gioia et al., 2012). This involved simultaneous, interdependent, and iterative data collection and analysis where the identification of concepts relevant to the evolving model drove search for new data (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). We used interview data with vignette discussions and organisational document data collection, achieved theoretical saturation, where incoming data did not add anything new to properties of categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), after 13 interviews and 16 organisational documents, and were able to confirm that indeed additional data did not offer new insights after a total of 19 interviews and 27 documents. 
Data collection 
Participants 
Our final sample comprised an international, multi-cultural, and heterogenous group of 19 individuals working in global (63%) and local (37%) organisations (organisation sizes varying from 50 up to 75,000 employees) in different parts of the world and representing a range of sectors and industries and key informants from Communications and HR departments, which provided a breadth of perspectives (Table 1). Our sample included both employees who are end users of policies and practices and experience their day-to-day impact (53%), and managers (47%), who have a better strategic understanding underlying the policies and practices (Smith & Elger, 2014). They were between 31 to 66 (mean = 41) years of age, with 47% being female. White British constituted 37% of the participants, the rest included Asian, Hispanic, Mediterranean, and Hispanic and White North American. The study ensured voluntary participation, confidentiality, and ethics with informed consent. Participant identifiers were replaced, and sensitive details in quotes or documents were altered or generalised, effectively cloaking origins to maintain anonymity (Whiting & Pritchard, 2018). 
Table 1 
Sample characteristics
	Name 
	Position 
	Gender
	Age
	Location 
	Industry 
	Work area

	Yasmin
	Employee 
	Female
	33
	UK
	Consultancy
	Project management

	Yvonne
	Manager
	Female 
	44
	UK
	Marketing 
	Client services 

	Rose
	Manager
	Female
	31
	Maldives
	Hospitality
	Customer care

	Helen
	Manager
	Female
	35
	UK
	Banking
	Project management

	Ann 
	Manager
	Female
	46
	UK
	Public sector
	Organisational development

	Leo
	Employee
	Male
	36
	UK
	Public sector
	Project management 

	Emma
	Manager 
	Female
	39
	UK
	Consultancy 
	HR

	Olivia
	Employee
	Female 
	32
	UK
	Gaming
	Customer care

	Ralph 
	Manager
	Male
	40
	US
	Oil and gas
	Drilling

	Norman 
	Employee 
	Male 
	66
	US
	Oil and gas
	Operations 

	Vail 
	Employee 
	Male 
	32
	US
	Banking
	Risk assessment

	Majid 
	Employee
	Male 
	50
	UK
	Recruitment 
	Recruitment

	Derek
	Employee 
	Male 
	33
	UK
	Finance
	Accounting

	Sajiv 
	Employee 
	Male 
	52
	Oman
	Oil and gas
	HR

	Yash
	Manager 
	Male
	53
	OAE
	Oil and has
	Engineering

	Defne
	Employee
	Female 
	45
	Azerbaijan
	Oil and gas
	HR

	Neil
	Manager
	Male 
	65
	UK
	Oil and gas
	Production 

	Nail 
	Manager
	Male
	40
	Azerbaijan
	Oil and gas
	Communication 

	Rita 
	Employee 
	Female 
	38
	Azerbaijan 
	Oil and gas
	Logistics 



Procedure and vignettes
The interviews took place in the researchers’ or participants’ offices and online, lasted 39-85 min, and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. We first discussed participants’ understandings of positivity at work and then moved to experiences of imposed positivity. The interview questions included: “How does positive thinking feature in your organisation?’; ‘When you are asked to think positive, how does it make you feel?’. Once rapport had been established and participants were sensitised and engaged (Kandemir & Budd, 2018), we introduced vignettes (available upon request), which we had developed a priori working with subject matter experts, including a UK academic who was a former HR director and organisational psychologists, and drawing on the literature (e.g., Collinson, 2012). Vignettes grounded the abstract concept of positivity, uncovering aspects difficult to access directly and preventing superficial responses (Kandemir & Budd, 2018; Törrönen, 2018). By portraying varied workplace scenarios of imposed positivity, they enabled participants to reflect and discuss these situations, often transitioning naturally to their personal experiences due to relating to the vignettes' characters and settings (O’Dell et al., 2012). Participants discussed all the four vignettes so that alongside speaking from a perspective matching their own (employee/manager) they take on an opposite one. In addition to open-ended questions or sentences to complete in vignette discussions, we used direct questions, such as “Have you ever been in a situation like this one? What happened? Why?”.  
Incorporation of organisational documents 
As participants referred to instances of perceived pressure to demonstrate positivity in organisational documents and communications we sourced 27 documents dating back to 2013 of the organisations in which our participants were employed (Bowen, 2009) to widen our range of data sources. We selected and appraised documents’ relevance to the study’s topic guided by the central question asking about processes and consequences of external pressure to demonstrate positivity in the organisational discourse. To avoid biased selectivity, we considered the documents’ authenticity, representativeness, and purposes of their production  (Bowen, 2009; Coffey, 2014). We treated them as authentic because the documents were shared by organisations in online public or internal domains. They targeted internal and external audiences, and included communications, such as sustainability reports, websites, internal magazines, press interviews, employee selection tools, corporate emails, as well as leadership frameworks and selection tools. We primarily focused on written texts but also multimodal documents encompassing both texts and pictures (e.g., social media accounts). 
Data analysis
We iteratively line-by-line coded data, using short phrases and in vivo codes to label lower-order descriptive codes and then grouping the concrete initial codes into more abstract higher-order concepts to form categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Axial coding helped identify relationships among concepts and categories, while selective coding facilitated the construction of an integrative model (Gioia et al., 2012). Alongside coding, we constantly compared data units, concepts, and categories and examined whether major codes represented conditions, actions, or consequences related to imposing positivity (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). We refined categories by revisiting existing data with new questions and collecting additional data. Throughout, we wrote memos to track analytical insights and ensure coherent interpretation, culminating in Figure 1, which encapsulates the key constructs, including process and consequences of imposing positivity on employee perceptions, behaviours, and emotions.
Findings
Typology and purposes of imposing positivity  
Based on our analysis, we developed a conceptual model of the practices and consequences of imposing positivity at work (Figure 2). It suggests that the top-down imposition of positivity for identity regulation can incite emotional distress and create the belief of obligation to demonstrate positivity, which we refer to as positivity display pressure, subsequently resulting in resistance. Specifically, we found that positivity was imposed in organisations, which implied expecting its manifestations including enthusiasm, optimism, cheerfulness, or high energy, particularly, in relation to support for organisational/managerial initiatives. We categorised the imposition into four distinct practice types, varying in visibility and intent dimensions and including overt, covert, deliberate, and unintentional ways (Figure 1).
Figure 1
Data structure
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Figure 2
Conceptual model of imposing positivity at work[image: A diagram of a process
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Participants construed the imposition of positivity as an attempt to shape employee thinking and attitudes with the ultimate goal of influencing their performance. Illustratively, Neil’s account suggested that the qualities viewed by managers as positive including agreeableness and non-confrontational approach enabled controllability: 
it's easier to get on with somebody if they are happier and more positively thinking. They're easier people to work with. They also tend to do what you ask them without arguing, with respect. You know, ‘Can you go to this place?’ ‘Yes, no problem’ is generally the answer. And therefore, I value that type of behaviour because it's easier for me. Quite simple as a manager. People do what you ask them.
Employee beliefs that organisations want happy workforce due to its potential for enhanced efficiency, captured by the aggregate dimension of motives (Figure 1) supported this perspective. For instance, Norman contrasted the current positivity discourse with the transactional approach prevalent in organisations during his early career in the 1960s. He viewed the modern emphasis on positivity as a strategy to boost productivity, marking a significant shift from the past when employees were simply expected to complete their tasks without regard to their emotional state.	When discussing how positivity featured in his workplace, Vail cited the organisational website and compared its pervasive content seeming to inject positivity with cultlike messages. In making fun of the initiative, which called in question its effectiveness, he was rather ironical:
[it] always has 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 resonated with Nail's insights, underscoring the universality of projecting positivity through organisational communication channels, irrespective of geographic location, when he noted that dedicated internal communication teams produce regular updates and features that praise exemplary behaviours, setting a norm that others are encouraged to emulate. Drawing on similar examples and references that demonstrations of positivity were equalled to the demonstration of organisational values linked with the reward and selection systems, we analysed documents of organisations participants were affiliated with to identify relevant evidence. Figure 1 synthesises manifestations of imposing positivity in interactions and discourse into the Channels, Types, & Messages category. 
In the organisational discourse, imposing positivity mostly took overt and deliberate forms in explicitly and intentionally communicating expectations of positivity displays.  Documents stressed the necessity to demonstrate enthusiasm, energy, passion, confidence, and positive approach and contained calls for creating a positive work environment, acting positively, energising people, generating an attitude of enthusiasm, communicating with enthusiasm, or driving positivity. The emphasis on displaying enthusiasm and confidence as must-have qualities of role model employees was particularly strong. For example, a group Human Resources Director named enthusiastic employees as the stewards of the company that prioritise company performance. In an internal magazine interview, an employee recommended those looking to pursue a career with the company to put enthusiasm into their role, noting that they are known for their enthusiasm and bring it to their life career.   
This mirrored in job and career development programmes (e.g., women’s careers, undergraduate work placements) listing enthusiasm and passion as preferred qualities and requirements. In leadership frameworks and recruitment tools, as one moved up the hierarchy, there was a progressively greater emphasis on the need to energise, demonstrate relentless drive and determination, and generate an enthusiastic attitude. Required competencies included showing pride, passion, confidence, driving positivity within the team, interacting with enthusiasm, and encouraging others to do the same. Similarly, corporate social media accounts contained images of smiling and happy employees with hashtags including #spreadpositivity, “Wowzers!” and “awesome” expressions, and people in photos encouraging viewers to demonstrate positive emotions. Interviews with senior leadership in internal magazines had showy titles, such as “Mr. Resilient Takes the lead”, “A winning way”, “Operations thrive as efficiency improves”, or “Excitement and pride surround X [field name] development”. 
	In addition, the organisational discourse bunched up positivity with organisational behaviours and values, which, in turn, were explicitly linked with recruitment and reward processes.  This echoed interview data suggesting that organisations link demonstrations of positivity with selection and rewards. Eventually, employees associated displays of positivity with reward, coupling, for example, enthusiasm with promotion. The emphasis on positivity in the organisational discourse may explain related expectations in workplace interactions. Interview data pointed to managerial beliefs that their workplace conduct must be adherent to organisational norms, as evident in Olivia’s quote, where she reflects on how positivity features in her organisation: 
So 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.
Subjected to the top-down imposition of positivity through the organisational discourse, managers subsequently expected displays of positivity from subordinates, which manifested in overt, covert, unintentional, and deliberate forms. As Neil acknowledged, he requested employees to blend in and leave “negativity” behind the workplace, which was an instance of an overt and deliberate imposition in an offshore setting. A particular instance of deliberate covert positivity imposition in the manager-employee interaction involved getting employees to work towards organisational objectives, which participants viewed as an attempt to distract from issues and manipulation. Emma used an example when tasks are presented as a good opportunity under the cover of positivity, which she perceived as imposition: 
that happens a lot in organisations when somebody wants to give you a piece of work that they probably know you’re not going to really want to do that much, but they spin it as a good opportunity for you and I think they almost force positive thinking on you…so I personally feel like positive thinking can be a bit forced in an organisation. 
Participants stressed they discerned manipulation, even if they consented to undertake a task wrapped in positivity. 
Covert deliberate imposition of positivity also manifested in the management distinguishing and favouring so-called positive employees and encouraging them in various ways including public praising and awarding with certificates and prizes in staff meetings, or greeting them in an over-animated, excessively hearty manner. Participants interpreted such manifestations as projecting an example to be followed by the rest. Unintentional imposing referred to encouraging one to demonstrate positivity without the intent to enforce it but also without much sensitivity to employee reactions and clarity of communication as to what it implies. Examples included casual encouragement to think/be positive thrown away without appreciation of potential adverse effects. Participants suggested that such sentences and expressions must have entered the vernacular and are used without much consideration given to their meaning and impact. 
Although both employees and managers experienced pressure for positivity, managers did not recognise they put the pressure on subordinates. For example, Yash, a senior manager, who suggested adding positivity-oriented questions to selection interviews, did not see imposition in the vignette scenario about a project engineer’s concerns over project planning and suggested that the manager might have had reasons to encourage the employee to discard the concerns and think positive. Yet, he related to the situation, recalling that he had encountered a similar experience at the onset of his tenure with the organisation, stressed the need for the manager to articulate his reasoning with greater clarity, and affirmed that the employee would have been right in seeking clarification. The difference in the managerial and employee perspectives on imposing positivity could potentially account for the tension including its affective, cognitive, and behavioural consequences, reflected in the aggregated dimension of reactions in Figure 1 and discussed next. 
Consequences of imposing positivity 
Regardless of the forms, imposing positivity was not received well and caused emotional distress including disappointment, resentment, annoyance, or guilt (Figure 2 and the Affect category in Figure 1). In a vignette discussion, Rose identified with the character's potential frustration against being forced to stay positive, expressing that such a mandate would annoy her and potentially provoke a strong reaction, especially since she perceives herself as a naturally positive person. The perceptions it created centred around counterproductive effects on workplace dynamics and lack of depth in approaches to positivity grouped into the 'Disabling Positivity' and 'Shallowness' categories (Figure 1) and presented as Negative perceptions in the conceptual model (Figure 2). Participants believed that imposing positivity lacked in effective communication, situational awareness, acceptance, and empathy, which they considered crucial for employee-manager or employee-organisation relationships and employee wellbeing. Reflecting on the scenario about an employee encouraged to think positive during a performance appraisal, Vail drew parallels with managers unreflectively adopting trendy management tools without considering their implications. 
Participants viewed imposing positivity as judgemental and interpreted it as unwarranted criticism and personal attack. In a vignette discussion, Yvonne suggested that imposing positivity implies being negative and saw it as an undeserved tag attached to people. Labelling went hand in hand with simplism of imposing in attempting to fix complex situations with a surface-level measure without addressing root causes and conveniently categorising individuals as “positive” and “negative”. Yet, no participant considered themselves negative. Apart from one participant who suggested that not being too positive may stem from one’s personality and does not require justification, most participants felt inclined to challenge such a view of themselves. 
Further, participants noted that imposing indicates lack of attention to employee concerns, making one question the value of expressing oneself and potentially decreasing trust in management. Reflecting on the discouraging effect of imposing positivity in a vignette discussion, Derek expressed frustration with the enforced positivity, viewing it as dismissive and worrying it might deter future candidness due to fear of being ignored or undervalued. Participants also viewed the imposition as an expectation of an immediate and radical shift in the perspective and challenged the patronisation it aired, contrasting it with the clarity of steering the person towards positivity with specific feedback and concrete examples, as Majid noted in a vignette discussion:
[positivity] needs to be guided… the manager should have said ‘Be positive, but here’s some guidance on how you might want to’… you need to be quite specific in which areas to be positive and how to be positive as well…because he doesn’t really tell how, Alex might think ‘Okay, being positive might be just smiling more or agreeing more’… it is not really that helpful. I’d definitely give an example of that from his work.
They pointed to a danger of backfiring when the imposing person fails to recognise that not everyone can consistently demonstrate positivity due to their circumstances, wellbeing, or mental health. Thus, efforts to promote positivity hindered workplace functioning and revealed a superficial approach. 
The negative emotional and cognitive reactions (Figure 1), potentially contributing to the perceived obligation to exhibit positivity may explain why participants did not internalise imposed positivity and resisted either by openly challenging or faking (Figure 2). Those who were aware of their expertise and value to the organisation felt most confident to withstand. Vail believed the increasing belief in his capability to perform the job (conceptualised as job self-efficacy in Figure 2) impacts dynamics in the employee-organisation relationship, where the more confident the employee, the more immune to such pressure they become. Specifically, Vail stressed the shift in his response to organisational expectations:
earlier in my career…I was very nervous about things, I would probably just…come to the team building event…And having already done that several times in ways that I regret somewhat, I would probably say ‘Hey, you know, I hate to miss it, but I’m just not gonna be able to make it to this one…I am much harder to push around by my managers [now]…I just think that what happens is people become more confident about their ability to do their job. They understand the organisation needs them more. 
However, participants’ accounts focused more on an untypical resistance involving faking positivity, as discussed next. 
Faking positivity   
[bookmark: _Hlk74572299]Faking positivity involved taking a deliberate effort to demonstrate exaggerated positivity, for instance, enthusiasm or confidence, without experiencing it, and hiding negative reactions. The theme appeared in accounts of both employees and managers from different geographic locations, with the ways they spoke about it varying from ironical to explicitly critical and their reactions ranging from pragmatic acceptance to mental struggle. Both employees and managers reported engaging in faking, with managers having to do so in interactions with both employees and senior management. Participants believed that senior leaders expect positive responses, thereby one should share solely positive content and refrain from disclosing the real state of things. When we followed up on Yvonne’s understanding of positivity and it meant being honest and open, she clarified that demonstrating positivity can imply communicating positive messages up the hierarchy as expressing concerns may be disadvantageous for the person:
Not always, it depends on what situation you're managing.. 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 in reality, they're up there. If you are a more junior person, what they want from you is ‘Yes’, a lot of the time.
Managers viewed positivity as an element of inspirational leadership and reported faking to motivate followers (captured by the Perceived leader duty to motivate category in Figure 1) , which involved delivering messages with confidence, demonstrating enthusiasm, or hiding concerns as part of work-persona role playing. Thus, Rose spoke about controversial situations when she had to convey positivity to employees for the sake of the team’s performance despite feeling demotivated due to insufficient support from her own management. Ralph acknowledged resorting to faking to drive performance of employees in commercial roles, encouraging them to pursue deal opportunities and secure revenues despite doubts about their direction, aiming to maintain morale and drive performance without revealing his true concerns.
Faking by employees involved self-censoring to behaviours that would secure gaining acceptance and avoiding mistreatment (reflected in the motives of social acceptance and benefits in Figure 1). It manifested in expressing positive affect and enthusiasm when receiving tasks and workload and hiding negative reactions to make an impression of a positive and committed employee. To exemplify, Norman recognised the importance of avoiding a negative image and acknowledged feigning enthusiasm despite feeling down due to a forthcoming downsizing: 
I try not to be negative in the team… you don’t want to be seen to be a negative person. So you might pretend that you are enthusiastic and that you've been positive about it all just to make other people believe that… you are still keen to do whatever is asked to do even though perhaps you're not… I feel pretty negative about being asked to do work now when I’m not in that positive thinking frame of mind but I try to be enthusiastic. 
This resonated with the finding about perceived undesirability of the negative in organisations, leading one to refrain from exhibiting behaviours that could be interpreted as negative, such as expressing dissent or raising concerns. For instance, Yasmin concealed her pessimistic tendencies and internal worries, presenting a more optimistic front to avoid burdening or stressing others, while handling her concerns privately. In addition, employees faked positivity to demonstrate team-playing as not conforming to positivity expectations could be interpreted as opposing the team, leading to lessened acceptance in the future. Reflecting on why people may display positivity without internalising it, Olivia described the pressure to conform to a positive norm to avoid being marginalised, indicating that dissent could be perceived as negativity or lack of teamwork, compelling her to suppress her true feelings to fit in. The intertwining motives of avoiding a negative image and projecting a positive team-player one echoed the finding about teams with a predominantly positive environment alienating ‘non-positive’ individuals. As Ralph noted, when reflecting on why it may be good to be positive, that if others view one as ‘negative’, they tend to eventually exclude them. Finally, participants associated the positive image with rewards and benefits, mirroring the organisational discourse. In particular, managerial accounts suggested that positivity should be reflected in the selection and appraisal processes as a good behaviour element.
Consequences of faking positivity 
Effects of faking positivity extended to others’ perceptions about the faking person and wellbeing of the faking person. Mainly, faking was counterproductive for the actor’s reputation. For example, Emma portrayed people faking positivity as not genuine and uneasy to be in the company of, while Yasmin interpreted faking as shallowness, which prompted disregard for the actor, suggesting that overly positive people might be perceived as insubstantial or inauthentic, focusing on appearance over action. This was especially relevant if the faking person was a leader, as the failure to reflect positivity in actions compromised behavioural integrity, undermining the credibility of the positive narrative. Participants viewed such leaders as acting to impress senior management, with Ralph noting this superficiality undermines genuine leadership and respect. Finally, participants acknowledged that faking felt like a psychological challenge. Norman, who at the time of the interview was waiting for results of his company’s downsizing, admitted that maintaining a façade of positivity was uneasy. Despite believing that pretending would help him get through the hardship of impending redundancy, he felt a mental struggle trying to remain upbeat:
sometimes I'm kind of outwardly positive when inwardly I'm kind of not so much… I'm generally seen as a kind of happy-go-lucky kind of person even though perhaps I'm not, trying to pretend that I am… it seems to be working so far but it’s tough… but I try and be enthusiastic. So you're actually just, on the surface you look like you're positive but inwardly you're not.
Discussion
We investigated manifestations, mechanisms, and consequences of imposing positivity in organisations through an identity regulation lens. Based on the analysis of interview, vignette discussion, and organisational document data, we developed a conceptual model capturing the processes and consequences of imposing positivity in the workplace (Figure 2). Grounded in theoretical sampling, it suggests that the top-down imposition of positivity for identity regulation can incite emotional distress and create the belief of obligation to demonstrate positivity, which we refer to as positivity display pressure, subsequently resulting in resistance. Specifically, we found that positivity is imposed in organisations through organisational discourse and in workplace interactions, although not necessarily intentionally and often in subtle ways. Organisational documents revealed the abundance of appeals to demonstrate positive affect and confidence, linking them with reward and selection, without clear guidance on how to achieve them. There was a difference in perceptions in interview data as managers did not recognise they forced positivity upon employees although they experienced the pressure themselves, whereas employees saw it coming from both the organisational discourse and management. Some accounts pointed to the perceived undesirability of the negative when individuals preferred to conceal reactions that could be interpreted as negative and felt necessary to challenge the notion of “negativity” due to reputational concerns. 
Second, rather than fostering genuine positivity, imposing often induced scepticism, created unfavourable perceptions of the imposer, and lead to emotional distress, contributing to the sense of obligation to display positivity and provoking resistance. Thus, participants did not internalise positivity when it felt imposed and contrasted it with guiding with clear communication and explanation. Resistance to positivity display pressure involved either explicitly challenging where enabled by efficacy beliefs, or, more commonly, faking positivity. Middle-level managers were in the most vulnerable position as they believed they had to demonstrate positivity to both motivate subordinates and express support to senior management. Faking, in turn, was detrimental for the actor’s reputation, particularly, for leaders, and their wellbeing, as it felt like a psychological struggle. 

Theoretical implications 
Our findings contribute to positive organisational scholarship and integrate the literatures on identity regulation, display rules, resistance, and emotional labour by providing evidence on positive identity promotion in organisations, eliciting negative reactions and resulting in imitating, not internalising positivity. First, we challenge the predominant view of positivity as inherently beneficial (Ciarrochi et al., 2022; Wong & Roy, 2018). Specifically, we found that imposing positivity in the intra-organisational context can create distress and negative perceptions, putting pressure on employees. The perceived need to communicate solely positive messages up the hierarchy resonates with the documented underreporting of safety incidents and symptoms in organisational and healthcare contexts (e.g., Collinson’s, 1999; McCreaddie et al., 2010). Identifying the unintended consequences of organisational positivity expectations lends empirical support to the criticism of its unreflective promotion in organisations (Collinson, 2012; Ehrenreich, 2009; Fineman, 2006). 
The particular emphasis on positive affect in the discourse, possibly grounded in its potential to signal immediate compliance (Jorgensen, 1996; Venus et al., 2013), resonated with the concerns on the encouragement to demonstrate enthusiasm and infectious optimism raised in previous research and popular literature (e.g., Collinson, 2010; 2012; Orwell, 1949). It indicates the relevance of organisational emotional display rules, commonly studied in the customer service context as guidelines on the appropriate emotions and expressions (Ekman, 1973; Hochschild, 1983), to the intra-organisational context. The rules often pose positive affect as desirable and negative affect as improper (Edwards et al., 2017), which reflected in our data indicating deliberate efforts to display positivity and conceal non-positive reactions. The finding that negative reactions can be withheld due to perceived inappropriateness supports the argument of negative affect’s radicalisation in the public discourse (e.g., Forgas, 2013). 
We further show that a strong focus on positivity can be perceived by employees as a coercive norm. Employee and managerial accounts aligned in viewing positivity imposition as a way of employee identity regulation to secure better performance. Normative control elements were ingrained into the discourse and organisational systems to construct, maintain, and cultivate a positive identity by shaping employee cognition, affect, and behaviours (Alvesson et. al., 2000) and rewarding positivity displays (Paring et al., 2017). This identity matched the description of someone “hardworking, flexible, and docile…who breaks easily into a smile” (Gabriel, 1999, p.180). Yet, we found that imposing was not necessarily deliberate, for instance, when thrown as a causal comment meaning no harm but also unrecognising potential adverse effects. Further, managerial expectations aligned closely with the organisational discourse as managers did not recognise they may impose positivity although they suggested linking it with selection and reward systems and reported experiencing positivity display pressure themselves. An explanation could lie in the normalisation of imposing at a broader, societal level, where the positivity discourse is rarely challenged and has become naturalised (Held, 2018; Salerno, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Hlk67322737]With the evidence on ineffectiveness of imposing positivity we extend the literature on the failure of control attempts when employees do not identify with the promoted identity (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Our study revealed that individuals largely did not internalise the imposed content, likely because positivity display pressure indicated the thwarting of autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2012), prompting them to regain it through non-compliance (Brehm, 1966). Alternatively, this could be because employees did not share the meanings attached to positivity by managers and the organisational discourse, such as agreeableness, resulting in cognitive dissonance reduced by rejecting the imposed identity and its meanings (Festinger, 1957). 
Employee resistance to imposed positivity manifesting in self-censoring to meet positivity expectations without internalising, falls under the individual infrapolitics category (Mumby et al., 2017). It can be interpreted as “decaf resistance” offering symbolic autonomy (Contu, 2008) and thus acting as a coping strategy but often failing to challenge normative control (Mumby et al., 2017). When imposing focused on the affective component of positivity, faking fit the description of surface acting, which implies modifying one’s emotional expressions to display organisationally expected positive emotions and hide negative ones without changing beliefs (Grandey, 2015). By identifying surface acting as an atypical strategic form of resistance, we add to the knowledge about its underlying motives in interorganisational interactions (Gabriel et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Hlk67322883][bookmark: _Hlk67322808]Additionally, complying superficially (Gill, 2019) by creating the “right” impression and communicating only the positive up the hierarchy protected employees from aversive outcomes including the “negative” label, managerial disapproval, and social exclusion, consistent with stigma theory (Goffman, 1968). In this sense, faking may have provided autonomy and a safe personal space “less accessible to the controlling gaze” (Gabriel, 1999, p. 197) of the organisation and helped regain control. For both groups, faking felt like a psychological struggle, which was akin to negative effects of surface acting on wellbeing including stress and strain (Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; Kammeyer-Mueller et al, 2013), exposing faking as hurtful resistance (Fa et al., 2022). However, higher levels of confidence and awareness of one’s strengths and expertise decreased the perceived need to fake, which suggests a protective influence of efficacy beliefs against positivity display pressure. 
[bookmark: _Hlk67322849]Practical implications 
On a practical level, our findings that the organisational focus on the positive in communications and interactions generates unintended consequences support critique of the unreflective promotion of positivity in organisations and emphasise the importance of facilitating it in intelligent and strategic ways. In addition, our findings suggest that the enforcement may suppress legitimate concerns that misalign with the positive discourse, whereas challenging compulsory positivity can be risky for one’s career and reputation. This can eventually discourage speaking up and undermine psychological safety (Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). Further, coercing employees to positivity may trigger maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (Ciarrochi et al., 2016). We therefore recommend lessening the calls for demonstrating “passion, relentless drive, and enthusiasm” in organisational documents and communications and instead creating climates conducive to positivity (Grandey et al., 2015). We recommend delinking demonstrations of positivity and rewards in organisational documents as such a connection can shift the focus away from work efforts to meeting the behavioural expectations (Ferris et al., 1989). As faking by leaders was detectable, detrimental for follower perceptions of leaders, and, harmful to the actor’s wellbeing, it is to be discouraged, which can largely be achieved via reducing imposing in the organisational discourse. Finally, as participants engaged with vignettes, similar tools could be used by practitioners to facilitate positivity through encouraging reflection. 
Limitations and future research suggestions
Our findings must be interpreted in the light of several limitations of the study. While vignette discussions provided rich insights and complemented data acquired through interview questions, they may not encapsulate the complexities of real-life experiences (Hughes & Huby, 2004). However, our primary interest was in their ability to elicit detailed, reflective responses, allowing for a focused exploration of participants’ perceptions and experiences of imposed positivity which the vignette discussions contributed to. Future research could investigate imposed positivity using interviews alone or in combination with observations in specific organisational contexts and professional fields to enrich our findings derived from a global diverse sample. It could specifically focus on identifying mechanisms and boundary conditions for why and when imposing positivity may create negative perceptions and emotional distress contributing to perceived pressure for positivity. 
To extend our focus on conceptual understanding of compulsory positivity at work, future studies can explore phenomenological and discoursal aspects of the phenomenon to obtain a holistic understanding. Further, it will be interesting to expand on employee/managerial perspective differences, as well as differences on organic, naturally occurring positivity and imposed one and what impedes the former. In addition, future research can explore the disparity between employee perceptions of corporate communications aimed at promoting positivity and the intended impressions sought by the communication creators. The indications that people not appearing positive may be excluded require further investigation. Future research could also consider questions of the disconnects between promoted positive and actual identities and adopt alternative theoretical lenses to establish the underlying motives of unintended imposing not entirely captured by the identity regulation perspective. 
Conclusion 
We explored how positivity is imposed on employees, using interview, vignette discussion, and document data to create a typology and conceptual model detailing its cognitive, affective, and behavioural outcomes, including faking. Our paper advances the knowledge about positivity at work by shedding light on the unintended effects of imposing positivity, framed as a control form but potentially contributing to perceived obligation to demonstrate positivity, and identifies emotional labour as individual resistance to this form of identity regulation. We demonstrate the potential harm of enforced positivity and provide practical recommendations concerning the unreflective promotion of positivity at work. 
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