


 

STRATEGY 6: PSYCHOLOGICAL CAPITAL 
 

“Watch your thoughts, for they become words. 
Watch your words, for they become actions. 
Watch your actions, for they become habits. 

Watch your habits, for they become character. 
Watch your character, for it becomes your destiny.” 

 
Unknown 

 
 
Being an entrepreneur may just be the craziest thing I’ve ever done. To think of it, I 
may be the only person whom I know personally who, with bills to pay, had quit his 
job twice before securing a new one (Yes, you can officially call me nuts). Truthfully, I 
am a man not without his failures. Starting a business has its fair share of peaks and 
valleys and I have experienced a fair bit of very uncomfortable valleys. I could clearly 
remember that when Right Impact was in its infancy, my business partner and I had 
absolutely no clue to where clients could be contacted and training deals be made.  
 
It was doubly tragic that I was the one who held a Bachelor of Commerce and a 
background in marketing. Talk about irony. Neverthelesss, we were floundering in 
the abyss, ‘borrowing an office’ by planting ourselves in student communal areas at 
a certain university with ‘free’ electrical sockets, and surviving on a SGD500 salary.  
  
Furthermore, we were driving around to conduct our corporate training 
programmes and meet whoever we would deem as a client in a sixteen year-old 
rusty old van, which had broken down so many times, that a trip made without any 
mechanical hiccups was considered a miracle. I had made calls to a tow truck more 
times in a year than all my previous years combined, and it does border on disbelief 
that I was never caught in an accident with our sick but dutiful Renault Kangoo. 
 
Those were trying times indeed.  
 
As I reflect on this not too distant past, I am honestly a little baffled at how the two 
of us, brothers-in-arms, could pull through challenges such as these and come out 
relatively unscathed and victorious. Somehow we were able to see the light at the 
end of every tunnel despite struggling to keep our necks above water every month. 
We knew we were great at our job and we were confident that we could offer a 
client a higher quality of team-focused training and consultancy than our previous 
employer.  
 
With a glimmer of hope, a sliver of optimism, coupled with a confident sense of self-
efficacy and regular doses of resilience, these elements could be what supported us 
in our quest for entrepreneurial success. 
 
Hope, optimism, self-efficacy and resilience – these are the four remaining essential 
constructs in instilling positive psychology into an organisation to engineer beneficial 



results. Otherwise known as psychological capital or simply PsyCap, it was first 
introduced and developed by Prof. Fred Luthans and his colleagues at the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln in 2006. Through the years, PsyCap has been effective in 
improving the well-being of employees as a study and application of human resource 
strengths and psychological capacities that can be measured, developed and 
successfully managed in today’s workplace. 
 
Whether is it in the realm of entrepreneurship or succeeding as an employee in an 
organisation, PsyCap gives us a concise framework that includes the foremost 
positive emotions that would create a ripple effect in the generation of other 
positive emotions at work. The spread of hope and optimism breeds joy and content. 
The proliferation of self-efficacy ignites pride, while resilience restores self-efficacy 
after bouts of organisational challenges. It must be reminded that such emotions 
should no longer be taboo and treated with disdain in any organisation, but instead 
be encouraged so as to produce productivity tsunamis. 
 
Besides the obvious benefits that can be reaped from other usual forms of capital 
that drive a corporation, like that of the financial or social kind, PsyCap guarantees 
psychologically healthy employees who would be less prone to stress and more 
susceptible to increased workplace performance.  
 
Traditionally, in terms of organisational human resource, the emphasis is on ‘human 
capital’ – i.e. an employee’s knowledge, work experience, educational background 
etc. that can add value to an organisation, but as Luthans and his team had 
discovered, even our understanding of human capital has evolved and expanded 
over time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the past, an employee’s competence and ability to perform well at his/her job was 
very much determined by learned skills and theoretical expertise through academia 
and work experiences. However, as the world became more connected, and as social 
networks like LinkedIn augmented how recruiters seek out potential talents, social 
capital has since staked its place in giving an executive a leg up against others. But 
when it comes to the crunch in an increasingly stressed-up corporate environment, 
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how would an individual perform as pressure builds up? Can heads still be held high? 
Can a leader constantly feed confidence into his team even in dire circumstances? 
 
To put it into convincing numbers, Luthans and his team had actually calculated the 
return on every dollar spent in the investment of positive psychological capital in 
organisations of varying sizes. In one research study conducted with seventy-four 
engineering managers, it was estimated that a 270% return on investment was 
effected as these leaders improved their individual levels of hope, optimism, self-
efficacy and resilience by leaps and bounds, and which led to tangible organisational 
benefits after a series of structured micro-inteventions.  
 
Sometimes I do get afraid of the future as the team at Right Impact grows. With 
more mouths to feed, more diverse personalities to contend and an ever-burgeoning 
challenge to sustain PsyCap in the company, will our next line of employees be as 
psychologically tough as our current ones? What if our competitors become more 
adapative in the coming years? What if another economic recession hits us? Will our 
PsyCap still be intact so that we can continue to walk our talk?  
 
I guess...these questions may pertain to you as well but as you and I can concur, 
though they remain to be answered, we can only seek to be hopeful and optimistic 
for the best of outcomes for the time being... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



OF HOPE AND OPTIMISM 

A simply-attired septuagenerian shuffles anxiously towards a nearby store from her 
humble place of residence. Quickly grabbing a slip of paper from a table that seems a 
little too tall for her, she adjusts her bi-focals, squints her blurry eyes, before 
uncapping her pen to darken some numbers in a considered but hurried fashion. 
Thereafter, with an air of quiet confidence, while clutching that piece of paper tightly 
as though it is a literal ticket to freedom, she ambles to the back of a human queue 
that snakes out around the corner of the block. 
 
“It is my time now”, everyone in the queue seems to be thinking. 
 
Undeniably, this is a common sight around Singapore’s neighbourhoods on every 
Tuesday and Friday. The popular local lottery game of 4D is a ridiculously simple 
affair where punters can select a four-digit number from 0000 to 9999 and place a 
bet at any of the Singapore Pools betting outlets. With twenty-three sets of winning 
4D numbers across five prize categories and draws being made thrice a week, the 
ordinary Singaporean has an apparently frequent and hopeful opportunity to strike it 
rich and live the remainder of his/her life as a king or queen.  
 
On the contrary, as common sense suggests and as the old adage goes, “The house 
always wins.” To the punters in the queue, the counter staff on the other side of the 
betting window is their god of fortune but in reality, it is really the other way around. 
 
Then why do thousands of everday Singaporeans line up for hours at times for a one 
in a million shot at that pot of gold at the end of the rainbow? 
 
Why have so many folks spent almost a lifetime of savings on lottery bets when the 
odds of becoming a millionaire are logically higher if the same amount of money was 
invested in stocks or mutual funds instead? 
 
With a sprinkling of hope and a dash of optimism, even the most rational person can 
be propelled to perform irrational acts. It is that quiet force that drives a serial 
gambler to part money for luck a few times each week. Unquestionably, hope is a 
powerful tool. But once more, we can use this knowledge to our advantage and 
exploit it for professional gain with the most positive of intentions.  
 
Using hope and optimism to generate success with our team members is far more 
satisfying than unconsciously wasting it on lottery gambles. Nevertheless, I am 
certainly not recommending that employees be manipulated and deceived by their 
employers, but if we can harness the energy of hope and optimism in our teams, 
their mental strength would be greatly improved. 
 
However, fundamentally, what is the difference between hope and optimism?  
 
In the context of PsyCap, hope is defined as “a positive motivational state that is 
based on an interactively derived sense of successful agency (goal-directed energy) 
and successful pathways (planning to meet goals)”. In other words, it is defined as 



the ‘waypower’ to set and accomplish goals. It is the component that provides the 
means for a person to formulate pathways to reach a goal, driving the person to 
work to his/her optimal capacity in the workplace. 
 
In a similar thread, optimism is “making an internal, relatively stable and global 
attribution regarding positive events (such as goal achievement), and an external, 
relatively unstable and specific cause about negative events (such as a failed attempt 
at reaching a goal).”  
 
Thus, optimists take credit for the positive things that happen in their lives, while 
attributing the negative things that occur to external and temporary causes that are 
situation-specific. In essence, an optimist does not perceive the negative things to be 
permanent; they believe that by changing the external factors, they will be able to 
change the outcome. A pessimist, on the other hand, simply perceives an 
unfavourable situation to be permanent and that not much can be done to change it.  
 
Hope says, “I can think of achievable work goals and the many ways I can reach 
those goals”, while optimism stresses, “When things are uncertain for me at work, I 
choose to expect the best.”  
 
Optimism is a firm belief and disposition, that all negative circumstances can be 
changed; it is an “it will all be alright” mentality that may, at times, not take into 
account reality and one’s ability to control the outcome. Hope, instead, is able to 
recognise reality and formulate realistic ways to achieve a desired result. It is a 
balance of these two attributes that is able to power an individual towards positive, 
practical solutions and not air-built castles, especially when challenges compound 
and must be overcome. 
 
Though PsyCap has distinctly identified hope and optimism as separate components, 
from personal and professional experiences, I tend to favour the idea that though 
different in definition, these two PsyCap pillars are interdependent of each other. 
Without hope, there can be no optimism. While one is a cause (hope), the other 
takes it position as the effect (optimism). A hopeful person can be optimistic but an 
optimistic individual should already been hopeful in the first place. Technically, hope 
can work without optimism. A hiker who gets lost in the African savannah might 
hope for a quick death as a pair of hungry lions circle him. In this case, optimism is 
seemingly absent since this despondent explorer has made the conclusion that 
death, not survival, is imminent.  
 
But to build upon this example, if this individual had chosen to believe that he could 
still survive the ordeal even despite the odds, wouldn’t his mental resources be 
immediately expanded? Would a flight or fight response be triggered instead of one 
that spells surrender and death? Wouldn’t this be a better option?  
 
In a corporate context, the sustained motivation that a vision can be realised 
coupled with the maintanence of positivity for the future in the face of external 
challenges and uncertainties, can tip the scales in an organisation’s favour. Hope and 



optimism must work hand in hand for any truly beneficial outcome to be realised for 
the long-term success of any employee or organisation. 
 
Norman Cousins, an American Journalist, once remarked that the “capacity for hope 
is the most significant fact of life. It provides human beings with a sense of 
destination, and the energy to get started.” If we can translate these words into a 
workplace context, simply picture the kind of buzz, vigour and dynamism that can be 
felt in everyday work where positivity is a mainstay to drive bottom-line results. 
 
It is has since been found that leaders with high levels of hope have more profitable 
teams, with better employee satisfaction and retention rates. In an open study, a 
questionnaire that was developed to measure hope was published in Success, a 
popular business magazine, and was made readily accessible via a special website.  
 
Numerous companies were invited to take part in the study, but intriguingly, the 
questionnaire only allowed three persons to attempt and complete it – the CEO, a 
representative in middle management and an employee in the lower ranks of the 
company. Only companies that submitted all three required questionnaires were 
included in the data analysis and eventually, a total of 125 companies participated. 
Ultimately, after ranking the top ten most hopeful companies, the magazine analysts 
detected common traits across all of them and discovered that these organisations 
reported extremely healthy financial postions and positive projected growth. 
 
Furthermore, these high-hope companies all anchored hope to tangible goals. These 
companies’ CEOs reported that a simple sharing of goals between management and 
employees appear to increase levels of pride amongst all team members. For 
instance, Tage Inns, a hotel chain that resides on the east coast of America, 
incorporates daily meetings where even the smallest of tasks for the day are shared 
with all levels of the organisation – from housekeeping to the kitchen, from the front 
desk to the porters.  
 
It is almost remarkable to witness the connection between pride and hope here as 
Tage Inns’ employees are made aware of the everyday goals of everyone and which 
could have triggered pride after such accomplishments are made. This feeling of 
pride may then have created hope that enables the employees to believe that they 
can achieve future goals. 
 
Additionally, another shared characteristic among the top ten hopeful companies is 
that their CEOs do not practice dictatorship in any form. These top organisational 
leaders work just as hard as anyone else and to top it off, are genuinely respected 
and well-liked by employees. This in turns creates loyalty.  
 
To give an example of how ‘sweet’ a CEO could be, Greg Strakosch, the CEO of 
TechTarget.com, a technology media company, once denied the resignation of an 
employee who wanted to try out for the U.S. rowing team. In return, Strakosch 
formulated a plan that allowed this employee to take the necessary time off for 
trials, and at the same time, meet the deadlines on his work projects. 
 



Lastly, strong communication is fundamental and characteristic among these 
companies. These hopeful corporations work hard to create and maintain an 
environment where individual opinions are encouraged to be spoken and heard. For 
example, the doors are always open for Landec Computer Corporation CEO, Chuck 
Lande. Employees have frequently described Lande to be approachable, and he is 
often available for them if they are facing any problems at work. 
 
The heartening actions and cultures of these organisations have illustrated the 
power of hope in the workplace. By suggesting that open communication, affection 
and goal-sharing can instil hope even in the most challenging of work environments, 
they may have proven the theory that talents could be better retained by making 
people want to go to work and perform well.  
 
Though only a correlation is determined between these high-hope companies and 
their shared attributes, these findings should not be discounted. It is simply too 
difficult to perform a cause-effect analysis here. Can it really be scientifically verified 
that effective organisational communication builds hope? We may never know for 
sure but instead of splitting hairs, we should instead acknowledge that these are 
organisations that prioritise employee happiness and growth, and which are rooted 
in the foundation of hope. 
 
Hence, when companies and their top leaders are proactive in building hope, 
employees would invariably reciprocate by well...becoming better employees. Such 
employees would remain optimistic despite external challenges. Dr Shane Lopez, a 
leading authority on the psychology of hope, had outlined five beneficial behaviours 
of hopeful employees: 
 

1) Hopeful Employees Turn Up For Work 
 
Though it may be stating the obvious, the reality is that hopeful employees are more 
likely to go to work than their low-hope co-workers. In a recent study, after tracking 
a group of engineers at a technology firm across an entire year, researchers found 
that those engineers with high levels of hope missed only an average of less than 
three days of work.  
 
Conversely, low-hope peers missed more than three times that number and costed 
their employer almost four times as much as their high-hope colleagues in lost 
productivity. It appears as though that the presence of hope residing in a person’s 
psyche, may just be improving his/her health simultaneously.  
 

2) Hopeful Employees Are More Engaged 
 
Notably, hopeful employees are significantly more involved and passionate at work. 
In a study of American workers, it was discovered that more than 60% of hopeful 
employees were involved and enthusiastic at work while less than 10% of the 
hopeless workers displayed the same attitude.  
 



Besides, an absence of hope or low hope levels are associated with higher stress 
levels, as there is a lack of ability or means to deal with the challenges that one will 
encounter at work. With more stressed-out days, engagement would suffer as a 
consequence. 
 

3) Hopeful Employees Are More Creative 
 
In an effort to study the link between creativity and hope, Suzanne Peterson of 
Arizona State University, enlisted several executives at a leading financial services 
group to think of as many high-quality solutions to a rather complex problem. Not 
surprisingly, the more hopeful candidates produced more and better innovative 
solutions. Encouragingly, in other similar experiments, comparable results have also 
been reported. 
 

4) Hopeful Employees Are More Resilient 
 
Though I will be discussing resilience in greater detail in the next and final chapter, 
without a doubt, hope hastens the speed at which an individual bounces back from a 
setback. Recent research has thrown up evidences that suggest that hope is a more 
important predictor of performance in start-ups due to their uncertain business 
nature. With an unpredictable flux, start-ups often have to stand firm in the face of 
teething entrepreneurial challenges. Therefore, a high-performing batch of first-
generation employees needs a hope-filled innoculation against difficult situations. 
 

5) Hopeful Employees Are Happy 
 
Well...of course they are! A happy, hopeless person is an oxymoron. According to a 
foremost expert in positive psychology, Ed Diener of the University of Illinois, an 
individual who is content with life and experiencing positive emotions without an 
overdose of the negative kind, can be accurately diagnosed as being happy.  
 
Then, in partnership with psychologist, Matt Gallagher of Boston University, Lopez 
took a closer look at the link between hope and happiness and discovered that hope 
proved to be a robust, distinctive predictor of workplace satisfaction. The more 
hopeful an employee is, the happier he/she becomes and the more he/she gets 
done. 
 
We all know that life is not a bed of roses. In life, we will experience setbacks and 
disappointments. While having goals is a start to living a fulfilled life, it is just the 
start. We all need something to fuel the journey from where we are to where we 
want to be, and that is precisely where hope comes in. Hope, as defined earlier, 
refers to the waypower to turn our dreams into realities. It is the engine for the road 
trip to destination ‘goal’.  
 
Having hope is having the ability to be constructive and when challenges and 
obstacles come tumbling in, optimism takes over to dispute their permanence and 
primes the mind for long-term success. If optimism is the fuel, hope is the engine 
that gets fired up everytime top grade petrol gets injected into it. 



 
So how important is optimism? 
 
In an article published in Forbes, Amy Rees Anderson, a highly successful CEO, 
businesswoman, angel investor and philanthropist, writes that integrity and 
optimism are key personality traits for success. She calls optimism the “Tigger 
factor” (based on the personality of Tigger the tiger from Winnie-the-Pooh), whereas 
pessimism is personified in Eeyore, the perennial downtrodden donkey.  
 
While Tigger often maintains a positive outlook despite the circumstances and is 
more willing to try new things, Eeyore laments about almost everything and remains 
the gloomiest among all the characters in the book. It isn’t worth asking who we 
would rather be around – Tigger or Eeyore, but when put into the perspective of 
organisations, wouldn’t it make more sense that Tigger personalities would be better 
able to keep a company afloat, and attract and retain talent? 
 
A research conducted on seventy-eight nurses in a hospital determined that 
optimism was positively linked to better work performance. Nurses who were more 
optimistic were found to result in better customer satisfaction and also better 
ratings from their supervisors. 
 
In a study on how optimism affects people’s ability to cope with traumatic stress, the 
rescue and recovery workers who worked at an air crash site were studied over a 
twelve-month period. Optimistic people were found to cope better as they used less 
avoidant strategies to deal with their psychological health and sought help from 
social groups. 
 
In truth, there are simply too many evidences, which support the viability of 
promoting and sustaining hope and optimism at the workplace that can be shared 
here. For organisations to ignite these PsyCap flames, they must first cultivate a 
corporate culture of trust and respect. Remember in Chapter 3, we discussed how 
having a ‘best friend’ significantly improved performance and productivity? To some 
extent, that was a reflection of the power of hope and optimism in the workplace.  
 
Having healthy professional relationships help employees generate more hope as 
they would be empowered by the resources and pathways that open up when their 
colleagues are people who work with them and not against them. In such a cordial 
working atmosphere, even when trials and tribulations come-a-knocking, a belief 
that they are but temporary, and that fuels optimism, would serve an organisation 
well. 
 
Furthermore, as echoed in previous chapters, a workplace that favours solution-
finding instead of problem-solving allows employees to feel optimistic about their 
work and potential. Employees should be trained to focus more on opportunities 
rather than on obstacles. Optimism is contagious. If superiors are optimistic about an 
employee’s strengths and abilities, the employee would be empowered to test and 
push boundaries, which may eventually build pride. Ultimately, an individual’s 



psyche that is filled with hope and optimism can be toughened and could mean a 
difference between life and death. 
 
On 23 May 1943, at the height of World War Two, an American B-24 Liberator 
bomber had gone out on a flight mission to search for a pilot whose plane had been 
shot down. Suffering from a mechanical failure, the Liberator crashed into the 
wilderness of the Pacific Ocean, killing eight of the eleven men onboard. One of the 
remaining three survivors of the crash was Second Lieutenant Louis Zamperini, who 
with pilot Russell Allen “Phil” Philips and Francis “Mac” McMamara, was staring into 
the eyes of eventual death. 
 
With little food and virtually no potable water available, the trio subsisted on 
unfortunate albatrosses that landed on their life raft, raw fish and the occasional 
tropical rain. To add to their suffering, shark attacks were constant, a storm nearly 
capsized them and they were strafed multiple times by a Japanese bomber. Not to 
forget, the unrelenting glare of the Equatorial sun had scorched them to the bone. 
This nightmare went on for more than a month. Subsequently, after thirty-three 
days at sea, Mac died in the arms of his comrades. He had lost hope. He had 
apparently given up on the will to survive. 
 
Then on the 47th day, Zamperini and Phil were washed ashore and found themselves 
on an island approximately three thousand kilometres away from the crash site. 
Woefully, their nightmare was to continue as alert Japanese soldiers took them away 
from shore before throwing both of them into separate prison camps. But for 
Zamperini, no matter the intensity and extensiveness of his torture by prison guards, 
he kept hope alive.  
 
Despite being beaten and starved, Zamperini eventually survived this horrible ordeal 
by writing Italian food recipes to take his and the other prisoners’ minds off their 
plight. Finally after more than two years, Zamperini was released when the war 
ended in 1945, and returned to the United States. 
 
In one of his memoirs, Don’t Give Up, Don’t Give In: Lessons from an Extraordinary 
Life, Zamperini remarked, “People tell me, “You’re such an optimist.” Am I an 
optimist? An optimist says the glass is half-full. A pessimist says the glass is half-
empty. A survivalist is practical. He says, “Call it what you want, but just fill the 
glass.” I believe in filling the glass.” To Zamperini, it doesn’t matter what the 
technical definitions of optimism and pessimism are, but if I can postulate, the 
principal reason that he was able to survive such a horrifying experience was his sub-
conscious sustainment of hope.  
 
Hope enabled him to find every mean and way to stay alive and optimism gave him 
the belief that the war will end and he would be liberated. Whether the glass was 
half-full or half-empty was unimportant, because in his mind, Zamperini kept pouring 
water into his mental glass to maintain an unbreakable level of hope. 
 
A hopeful worker engineers ways to reach a realistic goal. An optimistic employee 
looks at the unfavourable situation and does not attribute it to a permanent 



circumstance. With a belief that it can be changed, his mind is open again to turn the 
tide in his favour. In that interchange of hope and optimism, an individual 
contributes to the strengthening of his PsyCap where positivity flourishes like an 
improbable oasis in the middle of a desert. Just imagine what an entire army of 
Zamperinis would do to your organisation’s productivity.  
 
Just imagine... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SELF-EFFICACY AND RESILIENCE – AN INTRICATE RELATIONSHIP 
 

The animal kingdom is full of wonderful creatures. From the cheetah that has held 
the land speed record ever since its existence to the blue whale, whose enormous 
size stumps us even till this day, each animal seems to be gifted with a set of unique 
skills that enables it to not only survive, but thrive in the harsh wilderness. 
 
One such animal is the beaver. Residing primarily in North America, this brown 
critter is best known for its sublime ability of gnawing trees and felling them with 
nothing but its iron-like teeth. But if one is to observe the beaver’s behaviour closely 
while it cuts down trees unrelentingly to build the dam of its dreams, we may 
perhaps learn a few things from this industrious mammal. This is essentially a rodent 
that has lent its name to the saying, “busy as a beaver” but really, how busy can a 
beaver get? 
 
There was once a story about a couple who stayed in a log house by the river and 
had the good fortune of watching a beaver’s unusual but inspiring actions from 
autumn to spring. The strangeness of the couple’s observations is that beavers, like 
many other wild mammals, simply stay away from an active lifestyle as much as 
possible and hibernate during the winter months; but, this particular critter (let’s just 
call him Beefy), so very uncharacteristic of its kind, worked and slogged away in the 
midst of falling leaves and freezing waters. 
 
Even with its dam built, Beefy, to the amazement of his human watchers, started 
chewing on a very large nearby maple tree. This was a giant of a plant that was over 
thirty metres tall and approximately two metres thick at the base. The expression 
that we may at times bite off more than we can chew had suddenly taken on a new, 
beastly meaning. But with behaviours that could only be defined as doggedness and 
grit, Beefy crawled out of its current home regularly and chewed at the maple tree.  
 
Over the winter days, it would still lumber out to chew a bit more despite some 
major setbacks that came in the form of snowstorms and sudden temperature dips. 
Once an unexpected rise in the water level of the river caused a part of Beefy’s dam 
to collaspe, but after diverting its attention to perform some repair work, it was out 
again to gnaw at that humungous tree. The spying couple thought it would never 
chew through the tree with such a multitude of challenges, but inexplicably, when 
the situation allowed, Beefy would regain its routine and chew a little more. 
 
A few months later, as the freshness of spring unfroze the snowy landscape, the 
couple strutted down to see Beefy’s progress and remarkably, this persistent beaver 
had now almost completely gnawed around and through the entire tree! 
 
Most probably, Beefy, being a beaver with incredible foresight, had anticipated its 
need for better, stronger trees for a new dam. With self-belief and the will to pick 
itself up to continue its journey towards a seemingly impossible goal, Beefy never 
gave up. 
 



Self-efficacy, a word that was first coined by Albert Bandura, a psychologist at 
Stanford University, is akin to personal confidence. It refers to one’s own perception 
of one’s ability to successfully complete a task or accomplish a goal. Essentially, it is 
the measure of one’s belief in oneself. If self-efficacy is considerably beyond a 
person’s actual ability, it leads to the overestimation of one’s ability to complete a 
task.  
 
However, if self-efficacy is significantly lower than one’s actual ability, it discourages 
growth and skill development. Research has shown that the optimum level of self-
efficacy is slightly above ability, as this would be the point at which a person is most 
encouraged to overcome obstacles to complete a task. 
 
But as paradoxical as it sounds, sometimes a confident individual can break down as 
soon as challenges get in the way. And worse still, after a moment of 
disappointment, this person may choose not to continue towards the initial goal. 
Tragically in this case, the lack of resilience has diminished the feeling of optimism, 
erased all visages of hope and casted doubts on self-efficacy. If Beefy didn’t believe 
that it could chew down a tree no matter its size, it wouldn’t even have tried and if it 
didn’t try, it would have never known if it could succeed.  
 
But what may have set him apart from other beavers is that it was able to ignore the 
impact of Mother Nature’s challenges and relentlessly chased after its goal till its 
final achievement. Self-efficacy is a vital step in getting us to take on the challenges 
that wait in the path to success, while resilience helps us to get back on our feet 
quickly even after repeated setbacks. 
 
Besides its obvious influence on hope and optimism, resilience does have a strange 
connection with self-efficacy. Based on anecdotal evidence, individuals who possess 
a tremendous level of self-efficacy seem to display an equal, if not higher, amount of 
resilience.  
 
Take Texan pathologist, Dr. Beck Weathers, for example. He isn’t your regular 
pathologist who sits behind a microscope analysing the root causes of major human 
diseases (since that’s what a pathologist usually does). Dr. Weathers is a man who 
had climbed the world’s highest peaks as a hobby and who, unfortunately, survived a 
near-death experience while attempting to reach the summit of them all – Mount 
Everest. To be honest, “near-death” seems like a severe understatement. 
 
In May 1996, together with seven other excited mountaineers, Weathers was led up 
Everest by experienced guide, Rob Hall, who had summited the world’s highest peak 
five times prior to this trip. But as fate would have it, as the team painfully inched 
their way towards that ice-capped pinnacle, Weathers was struck by snowblindness 
caused by a recent corrective eye surgery. He could see no more than two metres 
ahead of him. Although he had to stop his ascent for obvious safety reasons, disaster 
struck when an unexpected blizzard enveloped his position. Together with a 
separate group of climbers who were making their descent, Weathers hunkered 
down, waited for a break in the clouds and prayed for a chance of rescue. 
 



By the time the storm lull came, Weathers, likely due to hypothermia and hypoxia 
(oxygen deficiency in body tissues), suddenly stood up against a raging gust of wind 
before toppling over and disappearing into the maelstrom. The other members of 
the group were horrified and helpless. 
 
Quite miraculously, the next morning, a search party was dispatched and Weathers 
was actually found with his stiff right arm frozen above his head, his jacket opened 
to the waist and an ice-encrusted face. But to the doctor who was leading the 
search, Weathers, though still breathing, was too close to death, and after the 
search team regrettably made their way back to camp, the eventual news was 
released that Weathers was dead. 
 
And then, hours later, the miracle happened. Weathers woke up from his 
hypothermic comatose state, terribly frostbitten but heavily determined. “This was 
real and I’m starting to think: I’m on the mountain but I don’t have a clue where. If I 
don’t get up, if I don’t stand, if I don’t start thinking about where I am and how to get 
out of there, then this is going to be over very quickly.” admitted Weathers years 
later as he recounted his thoughts at that turning point.  
 
Subsequently with superhuman strength, unbelievable self-belief and an 
unshakeable will, Weathers, in his deathly physical state, staggered into camp, miles 
away from his supposed resting place. The ‘dead’ man had walked into the arms of 
help in front of disbelieving climbers. 
 
Beck Weathers was ultimately airlifted off the mountain with frostbite in both hands, 
his left foot and all over his face. A limb and four fingers were amputated and a new 
nose had to be grafted on, but Weathers had weathered the merciless mountain 
weather to tell the tale.  
 
Weathers’ story has demonstrated that link between self-efficacy and resilience. 
Somehow he believed that he was able to make his own way to safety in his abysmal 
condition. Somehow he knew he had the psychological and physical capacity to trek 
back to camp. And importantly, he exhibited a supremely high degree of resilience 
because I believe that his return to camp was in no way a walk in the park. In 
addition to his deteriorating health, think about the crevices that he had to navigate 
around, the loose snow that made every step a breath-demanding chore, and the 
blistering cold that pummelled his body.  
 
Weathers should have died.  
 
No human being can physically withstand a snowstorm in the “death zone” of 
Everest. This is a stratospheric part of the mountain where temperatures can drop to 
minus seventy-three degrees Celsius and winds, known as jet streams, blow up to 
speeds of 320 kilometres per hour. The sheer weight of the external challenges that 
Weathers had to overcome should have killed him. But they didn’t.  
 
So how could Weathers have even been able to struggle back to camp? 
 



Perhaps his words can give us a clue: 
 
“...All I knew was, as long as my legs would run, and I could stand up, I was going to 
move toward that camp, and if I fell down, I was going to get up. And if I fell again, I 
was going to get up, and I was going to keep moving until I either hit that camp, I 
couldn’t get up at all, or I walked off the face of that mountain.” 

From the first line of that quote, the power of self-efficacy was exhibited and 
through the words that came after, resilience in its purest form was mightily 
exemplified. It was at that moment of desperation that a logic-defying willpower was 
born out of self-efficacy and resilience.  
 
Thankfully, for the majority of us, we may never scale a mountain in the mould of 
Everest but comparably, if a workforce is imbued with a strong sense of self-belief 
and grit, it can move mountains even if the next Great Recession comes around the 
corner. In fact, high self-efficacy is acknowledged to be an essential ingredient to 
success in general. An article in Forbes states that, “high self-efficacy is commonly a 
defining characteristic of the greater majority of self-made millionaires.” And if I 
could add another defining element to this statement, it would surely be resilience. 
 
Perhaps one such millionaire, or to be more specific, a multi-millionaire, is Chris 
Gardner, a corporate version of Beck Weathers. 
 
Dramatically portrayed in the acclaimed 2006 motion picture, The Pursuit of 
Happyness, with Will Smith playing him, Gardner had this list of challenges going 
against him since childhood: 
 

1) His parents were divorced and his stepfather was physically abusive to his 
mum and siblings. 
 

2) He was divorced himself and regrettably, made a young dental student, 
named Jackie, pregnant while still being married. 
 

3) He made a living selling medical equipment that brought in only USD300 – 
400 a month, had no savings even with a family to feed, and was unable to 
meet his living expenses. 
 

4) He was jailed for ten days as punishment for being unable to pay USD1200 in 
parking fines. 
 

5) After about four months into his new job, Jackie disappeared with their son, 
then returned and left Gardner with the child. 
 

6) Although when gainfully employed, Gardner and his son struggled with 
homelessness while he was saving for a rental house. 
 



7) He had to scramble to place his son in childcare, stand in line at soup kitchens 
and slept wherever he and his son could find safety – once, even in a locked 
bathroom in a train station. 

 
But impressively, with the help of his mother’s words, “You can only depend on 
yourself. The cavalry ain’t coming”, that frequently sat at the back of his mind, 
Gardner’s obstacles in life only spurred him on to achieve his goal of becoming a 
successful stockbroker. Though it wasn’t a smooth sailing ride, he knuckled down, 
worked hard and became a top trainee at Dean Witter Reynolds* Years later, Chris 
Paul Gardner established his own brokerage firm and eventually sold it in a 
blockbuster deal. Gardner’s life is the classic rags-to-riches story and the epitome of 
the American dream.  
 
Truth be told, throughout his entire life, Gardner never believed that he was 
handicapped by his lack of knowledge or exposure to the financial world in order to 
succeed as a stockbroker. It was after a chance meeting with an impeccably dressed 
stockbroker who drove a Ferrari that Gardner decided there and then, that this was 
the career that will define him. He trusted his own capabilities (self-efficacy), 
overcame the worst of circumstances (resilience) and came out tops in his 
professional journey. 
 
In the corporate arena, self-efficacy alone has proven its influences on learning as 
well as the effort that people exert on the job. Employees with high self-efficacy 
generally work hard to learn how to perform new tasks, because they are confident 
that their efforts will be ultimately successful. On the contrary, staff with low self-
efficacy may employ less effort when learning and performing complex tasks, 
because they are unsure whether the effort put in would lead to success. 
 
Moreover, to prove my hypothesis further, Bandura, the “founder” of self-efficacy, 
had apparently concluded that self-efficacy influences the persistence with which 
people attempt new and difficult tasks, i.e. self-efficacy improves reslience. Bandura 
emphasises that employees with high self-efficacy are confident that they can learn 
and perform a specific job. Hence, they are likely to persist in their efforts even when 
problems surface. Conversely, employees with low self-efficacy who believe they are 
incapable of learning and performing a difficult task tend to give up easily when the 
same obstacles appear. 
 
For organisations to raise self-efficacy in their people, they must incorporate these 
practices into their work culture and human resource policies. 
 
 

1) Be A Discerning And Encouraging Leader 
 

It is hard to believe that you can achieve success if you have not succeeded before. If 
an employee is made to feel like he/she has never been able to complete a task 
successfully, it would be hard for that person to have high self-efficacy when given 
other similar or more difficult tasks. And, as mentioned earlier, having low self-
efficacy when tackling tasks have been shown to affect performance.  

*Once a stockbroking firm that was among the largest retail firms in the securities industry, but was merged 
with Morgan Stanley in 1997. 



 
So, with this in mind, leaders can help foster high self-efficacy through the provision 
of well-designed responsibilities and goals for employees – these must be viewed to 
be achievable by the employee (collaborative goal setting is important here) and 
must also be sufficiently challenging to ensure employee growth.  
 
Also, open and positive communication should be encouraged between supervisor 
and supervisee. With supportive leadership practices, managers ought to 
acknowledge and appreciate accomplished tasks by their direct reports to boost 
their self-efficacy. 
 
 

2) Promote Vicarious Experiences 
 
We are able to learn from our own experiences as well as the experience of others. 
For example, it is easier to us to believe that we can accomplish a task, like quit 
smoking or hit a sales target, if we know and have witnessed someone who had 
done so. Thus, if I think that I, at age forty (frankly, this is just a random number), am 
too old to be able to pick up hip-hop, but meet a dancer who started learning this 
bone-popping dance at that same age of forty, my sense of self-efficacy in this area 
would be lifted and I might be more inclined to sign up for classes, as compared to if 
I never met that dancer.  
 
So, one way to cultivate high self-efficacy in the organisation is to have an 
environment where successes are shared and celebrated. Stories of ordinary people 
accomplishing great things, even those who are not in the organisation, can be 
communicated to the masses. Nonetheless, do remember to practice “non-zero sum 
games” so as to not cultivate jealousy and unhealthy internal competition! 
 
 

3) Apply Social Persuasion 
 
As compared to encouragement and vicarious experiences, this particular technique 
relies heavily on external forces and not our own experience or our observation of 
other people’s experiences. This is why, as you would understand in a while, it is 
imperative to surround ourselves with people who believe in our potential and 
encourage us to live up to that potential.  
 
The Pygmalion Effect, as it is called, can be seen as an extension of my first 
recommendation in building self-efficacy. The Pygmalion effect says that the greater 
the belief in the potential, and thus the expectation, of a person, the better the 
person performs.  
 
In the popular Rosethal-Jacobson study, researchers showed that when teachers 
were told that certain children in their classes were expected to perform above the 
average child, or otherwise known as “spurters”, the performance of these “spurter” 
students were enhanced by the end of the academic year. That is, based on the 
baseline IQ scores, which was taken before the intervention, these students 



reported a significantly greater gain in IQ after the intervention of the teacher as 
compared to the children who were not identified as being “spurters”. The 
interesting bit? The children who were identified as “spurters” were in fact chosen at 
random! These students did not have any particular advantage over the other 
experimental groups! Yet, because the teachers were told that they were “spurters”, 
the teachers expected and believed more in these children and that led to subtle 
changes in their mindsets, attitudes, actions and teaching methods.  
 
Consequently and rather naturally, these students performed so much better than 
others. Biased expectancies have the ability to affect reality and create self-fulfilling 
prophecies. In other words, we all play a pivotal role in whether those around us 
thrive!  
 
Therefore, when applied in the workplace, the role of a manager/mentor can be so 
important. If an organistion’s leaders can be encouraged to realistically believe in the 
strength and capabilities of their team members, self-efficacy can propagate. 
 
On the contrary, a reverse Pygmalion Effect can be experienced if subordinates 
become the ones who reassure their superior about his leadership or people 
management potential or skills. When social persuasion flows both ways, everybody 
benefits. In fact, modern leadership has long shifted from an authoritative, 
draconian practice to one that embraces feedback and inclusiveness. The Prime 
Minister has his Cabinet, the skipper has his crew, and the manager has his 
subordinates. “No man is an island.” We’ve all heard this before. Likewise, no leader 
should be alone. 
 
As I have illustrated and from inference, the improvement of self-efficacy influences 
resilience positively. But if I could give you a couple of quick tips to simply push your 
resilience level higher, you might want to revisit the chapters on reframing and 
hope/optimism because in order for you to develop the strength and fortitude to 
overcome adversity, problems must be reframed as challenges and not paralysing 
events. Failures and mistakes can be interpreted as lessons to be learned from, and 
opportunities for growth. In addition, your locus of an adversity’s influence must be 
narrowed since a resilient person is one who says, “My boss didn’t like the work I did 
on that project” rather than “My boss never likes my work.” 
 
As our discussion on self-efficacy and resilience comes to an end, I am urged to 
relate another story to you. This is one that showcases the might of the human spirit 
and one that may pull at your heartstrings. This is the story of He Junquan, a Chinese 
Paralympic swimmer with no arms. 
 
On an ill-fated morning in 1981, three-year old He Junquan climbed onto an active 
electrical pole just outside his home and innocently touched a power transformer 
out of curiosity. He was immediately thrown down from height and spent the next 
couple of days in coma. When he awoke, he found himself with his arms completely 
gone along with his shoulders.  
 



Expectedly, He became very emotional after being discharged from hospital and 
when fed with a spoon by his parents during meals, he would refuse and simply bury 
his head in his food. Then suprisingly, even at a tender age, He moved away from 
self-pity, and gradually built up his self-belief and learned to write with his feet. 
When his classmates laughed at him, he would headbutt or kick at them. Once a 
furious He kicked a school bully so hard that he fell into a pond. His unusually strong 
legs were just about to change his life. 
 
One day in 1995, while swimming in the company of ducks with a self-taught stroke, 
a sports official representing an association for the physically handicapped spotted 
He’s swimming talent. Without hesitation, this keen-eyed official placed He on the 
provincial swim team of Hubei and He’s career as an athlete took flight. He admitted 
that it wasn’t before long that he set himself a target of winning a gold medal at the 
Paralympic Games.  
 
It was a goal that never left his mind even during hellish training regimes. Eventually, 
after five arduous years of hard work, He finally made his Paralympic debut at the 
Sydney Games and won a gold medal in the 50m butterfly, a silver in the 50m 
backstroke and a bronze in the 4 x 50m medley. Since then, He has won twelve 
Paralympic medals in total across four Games. That Paralympic dream was finally 
realised.* 
 
Upon researching more about He, what struck me weren’t his exploits on the 
international sporting stage per se. I do not discount the successes that he has 
enjoyed in spite of his obvious physical handicap. Rather it was the horde of 
questions that I kept raising to myself but with no valid responses to them in sight. 
 
Could He have chosen a different sport to excel in? If he had a choice, why did he 
pick one where arms are of colossal importance for competition? Why didn’t he pick 
running instead? Surely, this is a better alternative?? 
 
With no arms, (Zilch. Zero. Nada.), He had to touch the wall with this head to mark 
his time for a swim event. For all those medals that he has garnered and records that 
he has broken, wouldn’t He been much faster than his opponents in the very first 
place? He had to cover half a body length quicker just to beat the second-placed 
competitor who perhaps had at least one arm! In fact, He once commented that he 
always had to slow down just before touching the wall to prevent any possible head 
injury. How many more records could he have broken if he had arms?? 
 
And if you think bumping your head during a competition is unimaginable, then what 
about all those hours that He spent training for his events? In a television interview, 
He revealed that, on average, he spends a minimum of four hours in the pool 
everyday, covering almost ten kilometres! In terms of the energy expended, that is 
the equivalent of running thirty kilometres! And if I may stress...EVERYDAY!! How 
many times has he got to knock his fragile skull against stone cold concrete prior to 
the actual events?! 
 

*If you can understand Mandarin, I would strongly encourage you to watch He’s story here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=71Sq-RgJ7eY because honestly, words cannot do justice to these 
heartwrenching visual images. 
 
 



Even when he was down with gastric problems, He continued his training despite 
being told to stop by his coaches. Why?? 
 
What was fueling that insatiable drive inside He’s head that never stalls his 
motivation and momemtum?? 
 
Even as a student of psychology, He Junquan’s thoughts and behaviour dumbfounds 
me. From what I have seen, He looks pretty psychologically healthy. Thus, I can find 
no reasonable explanation except that he is the personification of self-efficacy and 
resilience, and so unblemishedly so. The image of him clasping a bouquet of flowers 
under his jaw with the widest smile, as he receives his gold medal on the winners’ 
podium, will live long in my memory. 
 
Self-efficacy can never be entirely determined by paper qualifications and work 
experience. Neither can resilience. Besides, these are elements of PsyCap and not 
traditional components of human capital. One must also admit that a job candidate 
who claims to have amassed wide knowledge across varied industries in a few short 
years might very well be someone who possesses low self-efficacy and/or resilience.  
 
Indeed, it may be a little unfortunate that an employee’s true measure of self-
efficacy and resilience, or PsyCap as a whole, cannot be properly ascertained until 
the person is hired, given tasks are completed and adversities are managed and 
averted. 
 
Sometimes I do wonder whether I can put my own staff through some sort of 
bootcamp to gauge and increase their PsyCap levels. But of course, as tempting as 
this sounds, this gleeful idea may just backfire; and as described in considerable 
detail, there exist everyday practices that can help activate and thrust the four 
PsyCap resources of hope, optimism, self-efficacy and resilience upwards in your 
organisation. It is worth reflecting why we humans often only exhibit our 
psychological strength when we are caught in life’s cul-de-sacs, like in the case of 
Louis Zamperini, Beck Weathers and He Junquan. In truth, we do not have to wait for 
a real disaster to test our mantle.  
 
An organisation can prosper only because of its people. If PsyCap presents a definite, 
pragmatic method of erecting psychologically tough organisations, then perhaps you 
should get things moving now. It really doesn’t matter if you are an executive or a 
CEO because in today’s tumultous business climate, such personal resources can 
come in quite handy during demoralising times of restructuring and company 
acquisitions. PsyCap gives you the avenue to manage change better and not crumble 
in the midst of corporate adversities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Want to know about Right Impact’s people development solutions? 
 

Contact us at connect@right-impact.com or call us at (65) 6693 5367. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STRATEGY 6: LEARNING BITES 
 
PsyCap cannot be discounted as a mere ‘bonus’ to have in an existing 
workforce in any organisation. It is a critical element in building 
psychologically stronger teams that can tide an organisation through tough 
times. 
 
Remember these key tips and apply them now if you will: 
 

1) Hope and optimism, when coupled, allow your employees to 
formulate pathways to reach set goals even in the face of external 
challenges. To initialise these PsyCap pillars, encourage cooperation 
between and within departments or improve relationships by 
investing in teambuilding programmes. 
 

2) There is no such thing as failure, only feedback. Self-efficacy and 
resilience are intricately connected. An employee with a high degree 
of self-belief and is quick to bounce back from an adversity is far more 
productive. Remind yourself and your team of yours and the team’s 
potential by conducting more encouraging meetings. 


