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In order to capitalize on positive emotions at work and build high-quality interpersonal 
relationships and psychological safety, it is important that coworkers respond to each 
other’s positive emotions in a constructive and validating way. However, despite the 
importance of symmetrical emotion regulation outcomes, organizational research has 
largely overlooked how an employee can positively respond to coworkers’ positive 
emotions. Existing research has concentrated almost exclusively on negative ways of 
responding, with a particular focus on envy. This article develops a theoretical model of 
employees’ positive responses to coworkers’ positive emotional experiences, introduced 
here as a validating response. We identify four steps – noticing, sensemaking, feeling, 
and acting – and the key mechanisms within each step that enable a responder to react 
in a validating way. We connect the validating response to important potential individual 
and organizational outcomes. These outcomes include improved relationship quality and 
trust, as well as increased positivity and well-being that can result in enhanced learning 
behavior and collaboration. This article also discusses the connection between a validating 
response and compassion. We identify them both as parallel affirmative processes that 
acknowledge a coworker’s emotions, with the former being a response to positive emotion 
while the latter is a response to negative emotion.

Keywords: validating response, positive empathy, positive emotions, capitalization, psychological safety, 
interpersonal relationships, organizations

INTRODUCTION

Laura turns to her colleague Jenny: “I got a heart-warming text message from a client. She 
gave me such encouraging feedback for my work for them that, when I  first read it, tears came 
into my eyes.” Jenny keeps her face still and her mouth shut and shows no facial or bodily 
expressions, nor does she say anything to Laura. Afterward, Laura comments on Jenny’s lack 
of facial reaction: “I felt like she was not interested at all in what I  had to say or what I  was 
feeling, and I  started feeling like there was something very stupid in what I  was sharing. I  lost 
confidence in myself, and Jenny’s reaction hurt me. I  wanted to stop speaking to her.” If Jenny 
had responded by joining in with Laura’s celebration of the good news, this moment could 
have strengthened the mood of both participants and deepened their mutual bond. By ignoring 
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Laura’s joy, Jenny undermined their relationship and this had 
a detrimental effect on Laura’s mood.

This story is drawn from an exercise completed at an 
emotional skills training session for managers, and it provides 
an example of a typical work situation. A person wants to 
share their joy or good news with others, and they seek a 
positive response in order to capitalize on their positive experience 
and reinforce their positive emotions (Langston, 1994; Gable 
et  al., 2004; Hadley, 2014). Interpersonal research has shown 
that this capitalization can lead to many positive outcomes, 
for example, subjective well-being, lesser negative affect, greater 
trust, and better relationship quality (Reis et  al., 2010; Peters 
et  al., 2018). However, the research has also shown that these 
positive outcomes are dependent on the responder reacting 
in an active and validating way rather than demonstrating a 
passive and unconstructive response (Gable et  al., 2004). The 
discloser requires a positive response that acknowledges, validates, 
and reinforces their positive emotion – referred to here as a 
validating response – to ensure the experience leads to positive 
emotion regulation outcomes instead of social distress and 
dampening of the original feeling (Hadley, 2014). Many employees 
choose not to share positive emotions with others as they 
anticipate an asymmetrical response from their coworkers who 
may express envy or resentment rather than share their joy 
(Hadley, 2014). Therefore, in a situation where the discloser 
is relying on others to react positively, they take an interpersonal 
risk when they share their positive emotions and good news 
(Edmondson, 1999).

The aim of the present article was to examine the process 
of responding in a validating way to the positive emotions 
expressed by others. A validating response is an important 
building block for interpersonal capitalization (Hadley, 2014), 
high-quality connections (HQCs) (Dutton, 2003), and 
psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999) – workplace qualities 
that improve creativity, innovation, learning, and individual 
and team performance (Porath et  al., 2012; Edmondson and 
Lei, 2014; Madrid et  al., 2014; Frazier et  al., 2017).

At a fundamental level, social connections are a basic human 
need (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Deci and Ryan, 2000) and 
social rejection has been linked to emotional pain that is similar 
to physical pain (Eisenberger et  al., 2003). As an integral part 
of feeling and strengthening social connection, expressions of 
positive emotions at work can benefit the individual expressing 
them as well as the coworkers, the customers, and the entire 
organization (Fredrickson, 2001; Reis et  al., 2010). However, 
negative and ignorant reactions from coworkers can prevent 
the positive health effects of positive emotions (Gable et  al., 
2004; Kashdan et  al., 2013) and create a direct source of 
suffering. Relationship studies have shown that asymmetrical 
outcomes of expressing positive emotions lead to a decrease 
in both the amount of positive emotions experienced and the 
perceived quality of the relationship (e.g., Gable et  al., 2004; 
Kashdan et  al., 2013). Furthermore, distress caused by the 
lack of a positive response reduces collaboration by undermining 
trust between colleagues and impeding the other building blocks 
of positive workplace relationships (Carmeli et  al., 2015). The 
absence of a positive response is an interpersonal risk, and 

even its anticipation can undermine psychological safety within 
teams and limit essential behaviors for learning and collaboration, 
such as sharing ideas, questions, and feedback (Edmondson, 
1999). Currently, little is known about “how psychological safety 
unfolds and builds, or lessens, or even is destroyed” (Edmondson 
and Lei, 2014: 38). How a person responds to the positive 
emotions of others is a particular aspect of interpersonal 
dynamics that could play an important role in building or 
decreasing psychological safety.

To date, research has largely overlooked the ways in which 
an employee can respond in a positive way to a colleague’s 
joy. Although research, for example, within emotional intelligence 
(EI; Mayer and Salovey, 1997; Côté, 2014), has examined the 
general ability to perceive and understand others’ emotions, 
Ganegoda and Bordia (2019: 776) recently stated that “no 
organizational research to date has looked at such positive 
responses to coworkers’ positive experiences.” Instead, previous 
research has focused on negative ways of responding, with 
envy receiving particular attention (e.g., Duffy et  al., 2012; Tai 
et  al., 2012). In general, the study of organizational behavior 
now requires a more strengths-focused approach (Luthans, 
2002). To counteract the negative focus, Ganegoda and Bordia 
(2019) propose that studies should examine positive empathy – 
the experience of happiness in response to a coworker’s positive 
experience – in the organizational context. Building on their 
important contribution, this paper expands the focus to include 
the whole process of responding in a validating way to a 
coworker’s positive emotional experience. We propose that this 
process involves multiple steps and mechanisms, and positive 
empathy is just one, albeit crucial, step. Research has identified 
compassion in organizations as an empathic concern that is 
part of the process of responding to the suffering of others 
(see Dutton et  al., 2014). Positive empathy is analogous to 
empathic concern, and its study presents one key part of the 
unfolding of the validating process. However, the entire process 
of responding to positive emotions in a validating way also 
involves other steps.

Ganegoda and Bordia (2019) recently published work on 
positive empathy, and Hadley (2014) has researched the emotion 
regulation outcomes of sharing positive and negative work 
events. Overall, however, the perspective of how the responder 
can react to positive emotions in a constructive way has largely 
been overlooked in organizational behavior literature – and 
also in interpersonal research (see Peters et al., 2018). Although 
a symmetrical emotion regulation outcome to a coworker’s 
expressions of positive emotions is of significant importance, 
there is a lack of research covering the validating response 
from the perspective of the responder.

Therefore, the purpose of this paper was to provide a 
theoretical and conceptual elaboration of employees’ positive 
responses to coworkers’ positive emotional experiences, referred 
to in this article as the validating response. We  first review 
existing research on interpersonal dynamics in the workplace 
that underscore the potential significance of improving the 
understanding of these responses. A model is then presented 
to facilitate the study of the interpersonal process of responding 
to the positive emotions of others at work. This model uses 
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four steps – noticing, sensemaking, feeling, and acting –that 
are studied individually to identify the potential mechanisms 
that enable a validating respond to others’ positive emotions 
in order to bring about desired symmetrical outcomes. We also 
explore the potential outcomes of a validating response in the 
workplace and connect employees’ validating responses to 
enhanced learning behavior and collaboration, relationship 
quality and trust, and increased positive affect and well-being. 
The article concludes with a discussion of the theoretical 
contributions and practical implications of the current study. 
We  also highlight important avenues for future research that 
could broaden the understanding of this important aspect of 
work-based interpersonal emotion regulation dynamics. By 
providing a theoretical account of the validating response to 
the positive emotions of others, this article lays the groundwork 
for future researchers. The development and testing of theories 
that explore the expression and sharing of positive emotional 
experiences and their attentive responses should be  a focus 
for fostering positive interpersonal dynamics and individual 
and collective well-being in organizations (Quinn and Dutton, 
2005; Porath et  al., 2012).

Positive Emotions and Interpersonal 
Capitalization
Research on organizational behavior has increasingly 
acknowledged how experiences at work are “saturated with 
emotions” (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1995: 97; Weiss and 
Cropanzano, 1996) and how affective processes carry important 
interpersonal functions that play a crucial role in how 
organizational life unfolds (Barsade, 2002; Brief and Weiss, 
2002). For example, Amabile et  al. (2005) have shown how 
positive affect in organizations works both as an antecedent 
and as a consequence of creative thought, establishing an affect-
creativity cycle. Barbara Fredrickson’s broaden and build theory 
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2004; Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002) 
demonstrated that positive emotions expand the momentary 
scopes of attention and cognition and thereby widen the array 
of thoughts and actions that come to mind. Positive emotions 
further build people’s enduring psychological, intellectual, and 
social resources (Fredrickson, 2001, 2004). Employees and 
organizations that have a reserve of positive emotions can 
draw on them to increase resilience in times of crisis or stress 
(Fredrickson, 2004; Powley, 2009). Furthermore, research has 
shown that people who report greater positive affect in general 
are better at social interactions and have interactions that are 
of a higher quality (Berry and Hansen, 1996). Overall, studies 
suggest that there are multiple benefits for employees when 
they experience an increase in positive emotions, including 
improved work performance (Amabile and Kramer, 2007; Sekerka 
et  al., 2011; Kiffin-Petersen et  al., 2012).

People often discuss positive events with others in the hope 
of sustaining, prolonging, or amplifying the positive emotions 
related to those events (Rimé, 2007). However, the success of 
such retelling in order to gain additional advantage from the 
events – a process called capitalization (Langston, 1994) – is 
vulnerable to the response of the person to whom the news 

is being told (i.e., the responder) (Gable et  al., 2004). The 
retelling will only lead to positive outcomes when the individual 
recounting their good news (i.e., the capitalizer) perceives the 
response of the responder as active and constructive 
(understanding, validating, and caring) as opposed to passive 
or unconstructive (not valuing, disinterested, jealous, or self-
absorbed) (Gable et  al., 2004). The consequences of an 
unconstructive response may not be  restricted to unrealized 
positive outcomes as they can also cause suffering and a 
perceived decrease in the quality of the relationship between 
the capitalizer and the responder (Gable et  al., 2004; Kashdan 
et  al., 2013). The role of the responder is therefore critical as 
they enable the positive outcomes of capitalization. Despite 
their important role in preventing negative outcomes, only 
limited research has focused on the perspective of the responder 
and the methods for forming a constructive response. In the 
last decade, researchers have acknowledged the interpersonal 
nature of capitalization and begun to explore the benefits of 
capitalization for the responder (e.g., Reis et al., 2010; Monfort 
et  al., 2014; Conoley et  al., 2015). However, research on the 
potential mechanisms through which the responder can hinder 
or promote the capitalization is largely missing (Peters et  al., 
2018). The studies have also primarily focused on the sharing 
of positive events (e.g., Peters et  al., 2018) and overlooked the 
more general sharing of positive emotions that a recent positive 
event may or may not have triggered. Hadley (2014) observed 
that the majority (78%) of emotional incidents reported in 
her study on human service workers included a coworker 
interaction. Despite the frequency of these interactions, only 
a small number of studies have examined capitalization and 
interpersonal regulation of emotions through social interactions 
at work. The act of sharing emotions, both positive and negative, 
is prevalent in the workplace, and it has critical affective and 
relational consequences. However, the realization of positive 
outcomes is dependent on whether such sharing is met with 
a constructive and validating response. Overlooking the 
perspective of the responder results in a significant loss of 
information about interpersonal dynamics at work (Maisel and 
Gable, 2009). How colleagues respond to the positive emotional 
experiences of others presents an important influence on 
interpersonal capitalization that potentially enhances positive 
emotions at work, improves creativity, and benefits the overall 
well-being and performance of employees.

Psychological Safety
Another important research stream on positive interpersonal 
responding concerns psychological safety – “people’s perceptions 
of the consequences of taking interpersonal risks in a particular 
context such as a workplace” – which organizational research 
has recognized as an essential factor in understanding 
interpersonal dynamics, such as team learning, voice, and 
collaboration (Edmondson and Lei, 2014: 23). In her seminal 
work, Edmondson (1999) showed that psychological safety 
among employees correlates with team learning. Following the 
publication of this influential research, an increasing number 
of studies have linked high levels of psychological safety with 
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team performance, learning behaviors, and other critically 
important organizational outcomes (Edmondson and Lei, 2014; 
Frazier et  al., 2017; O’Donovan and McAuliffe, 2020).

Learning and working collaboratively are integral parts of 
organizational life, especially in the current knowledge economies 
that are increasingly dependent on teamwork. However, these 
environments are often more interpersonally difficult than 
anticipated due to the high levels of trust required between 
team members. Psychological safety does not emerge 
spontaneously and often requires intentional effort on the part 
of the team members and the team leaders (Edmondson, 2003). 
Accordingly, academics have called for more research to explore 
how psychological safety is both built and destroyed (Edmondson 
and Lei, 2014).

This article argues that the interpersonal process of responding 
to the positive emotional experiences of others is an important 
factor influencing psychological safety. William Kahn (1990: 
694) suggested that psychological safety positively affects 
individuals’ willingness to “employ or express themselves 
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performance” 
and prevents a move to disengage or “withdraw and defend 
their personal selves.” An important part of this effect is whether 
an individual has the courage and willingness to express their 
emotions, also positive ones. Expressing one’s positive emotional 
experiences at work is affected by how others respond to such 
expressions (Hadley, 2014). For example, studies have shown 
that employees are less motivated to share positive emotional 
experiences than negative ones due to a fear of a dampening 
response from their colleagues (Hadley, 2014). A person’s positive 
response to their coworker’s positive emotional experience can 
present an important factor reducing such fear and instead 
help build psychological safety, expressed as an increased 
willingness to share positive emotions. Consequently, a validating 
response could help enhance learning behavior and performance 
through increased sense of psychological safety.

High-Quality Connections
Interpersonal responding can be  also approached through 
research on HQCs, which have been identified as a life-giving 
force in the relational fabric of organizational life (Dutton, 
2003) as they positively affect collaboration, relationship quality, 
and trust among colleagues (e.g., Dutton and Heaphy, 2003; 
Stephens et  al., 2011). HQCs are defined as short-term, dyadic 
interactions where both the subjective experience of the connected 
individuals and their relationships are experienced as positive 
(Stephens et al., 2011). These shorter-term connective moments 
within ongoing relationships or encounters have also been 
described as important for building the interpersonal relationships 
at work (Dutton and Heaphy, 2003). A focus on short-term 
connections that can positively affect employee well-being and 
interpersonal dynamics, even between unfamiliar colleagues, 
may present a valuable resource for current fast-paced 
collaboration-dependent work life.

Studies that have explored how HQCs are formed and 
strengthened are limited, and further research is required to 
fully understand the potential mechanisms that enable the 

development of HQCs (Stephens et al., 2011). To date, research 
has suggested the involvement of various different emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral mechanisms, such as empathy, 
perspective taking, and respectful engagement; however, the 
focus should now shift to identifying how these mechanisms 
might be interrelated (Stephens et al., 2011). This article asserts 
that the interpersonal process of responding to the positive 
emotional experiences of others presents an important pathway 
to build HQCs. By exploring the potential mechanisms of 
such responses, we  can also extend the understanding of the 
potential mechanisms that enable HQCs. This research will 
show how employees can shape interactions at work more 
positively and strengthen collaboration, relationship quality, 
and trust.

Compassion at Work
Compassion as a form of empathic concern provides an important 
parallel for present research. In organizational research, it has 
been defined as “an interpersonal process involving the noticing, 
feeling, sensemaking, and acting that alleviate the suffering of 
another person” (Dutton et  al., 2014: 277). This process is 
initiated by a pain trigger and an expression of suffering by 
the sufferer. The compassionate actor then reacts to bring about 
positive outcomes for the sufferer, the responder, and the third 
parties witnessing the unfolding of the compassion process 
(Lilius et  al., 2008; Dutton et  al., 2014). Compassion thus 
focuses on the responder’s way of reacting to the emotional 
event of the discloser (Lilius et  al., 2008; Dutton et  al., 2014). 
The act of compassion represents a process that is parallel to 
the validating response examined in this article. The compassion 
process focuses on how to constructively respond to a discloser’s 
painful emotions, while the validating process focuses on how 
to constructively respond to a discloser’s positive emotions. 
The mechanisms of the two processes are likely to differ as 
the related aversive and appetitive processes operate 
independently (Cacioppo et  al., 1997; Maisel and Gable, 2009; 
Hadley, 2014). However, the interpersonal process of responding 
to others’ suffering provides a useful framework that can be used 
in part to articulate the validating response. Researchers studying 
compassion argue that it is a process consisting of noticing, 
feeling, sensemaking, and acting, and these four steps are also 
required in our model of the validating response.

THE INTERPERSONAL PROCESS OF 
RESPONDING TO THE POSITIVE 
EMOTIONS OF OTHERS IN A 
VALIDATING WAY

This study focuses on the responder and how they react to 
a discloser’s positive emotions in a validating way. We  propose 
that the process involves the four steps of noticing, sensemaking, 
feeling, and acting. Within each of the four steps, we  explore 
potential cognitive, emotional, and behavioral mechanisms that 
enable the validating process to occur between coworkers. As 
described by Stephens et  al. (2011), cognitive mechanisms 
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describe the conscious and unconscious thought processes that 
allow employees to respond in a validating way. Emotional 
mechanisms describe how emotions reveal a person’s thoughts 
and feelings and how they can be  shared between colleagues 
to enable a validating response. Behavioral mechanisms, in 
turn, describe the various concrete ways of behaving and 
reacting to each other through which validation (or lack thereof) 
is expressed. Although the process is presented here as linear, 
unfolding in a sequential order (see Figure  1), in real-life 
situations, there can also be iterative back-and-forth movement 
that prepares the responder for action. Rather than provide 
an extensive account of every mechanism within each step, 
the aim of this study is to highlight only the key mechanisms.

Noticing the Positive Emotions of Others
The validating response begins when the responder notices 
the other person’s positive emotions. The validating process 
will not initiate if the responder fails to perceive the discloser’s 
positive emotional experience. In a work environment, the 
process of noticing involves a responder who has become aware 
of a colleague’s emotional event by using their ongoing experience 
to observe relevant cues for conscious processing (Kanov et al., 
2004; O’Donohoe and Turley, 2006). Within research on 
emotional intelligence, researchers have highlighted perceiving 
and expressing emotions as one key branch of EI (Mayer and 
Salovey, 1997; Côté, 2014). Noticing other’s positive emotion 
is dependent on one’s emotion recognition ability utilizing both 
non-verbal and verbal cues (Rubin et  al., 2005; Côté, 2014) 
and more generally on other-awareness (Asendorpf and 
Baudonniere, 1993), the cognitive capacity to distinguish between 
emotions, cognitions, and behaviors of one’s self and those of 
others. This is one mechanism through which employees are 
made aware of the situation and emotional state of others 
(Asendorpf and Baudonniere, 1993), and it also enables the 

recognition of others as salient elements within the environment 
(Davis and Holtgraves, 1984). Other-awareness involves being 
conscious of the presence of others as well as their feelings 
and actions, which is particularly important in enabling the 
process of noticing the positive emotional experiences of others. 
Another mechanism that can affect this process is the ability 
to accurately infer another person’s thoughts or feelings. This 
capacity to notice changes in emotional expressions has been 
referred to as empathic accuracy (Ickes, 1993) or emotion 
recognition ability (Rubin et  al., 2005).

Taking notice of the emotional experiences of others can 
be  a simple process or require a degree of effort. When a 
person explicitly shares their positive experience in a situation 
of unprompted self-disclosure, the process of noticing is 
unavoidable and direct. The person can also express clear signs 
of joy non-verbally, making it easy for the other to recognize 
their emotional state (Rubin et al., 2005; Côté, 2014). However, 
in a work context, a colleague’s emotional cues will often 
be  faint and ambiguous and more effort is required from 
coworkers to consciously observe the positive emotions (Frost, 
2003). This effort can be  demonstrated by actively attending 
and listening to coworkers, picking up on behavioral cues, 
and trusting one’s intuition to understand a colleague’s condition 
and position (Dutton et  al., 2006). Furthermore, the responder 
can also take an active role in initiating the response, for 
example, they can inquire about a coworker’s day or their 
current feelings. The more aware colleagues are of each other’s 
actions, the more likely they are to actively ask about daily 
activities and thus facilitate expressions of positive emotions. 
Initiating a validating response can be  particularly powerful 
when the responder demonstrates an active interest in the 
coworker’s experiences.

A person’s own mood and conscious prioritizing of positivity 
may further enable awareness of coworkers’ emotional states. 

FIGURE 1 | The process of responding to validate the positive emotions of coworkers (partially adapted from Dutton et al., 2014).
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For example, an employee’s state of mind can affect what they 
notice. A trait study by Devlin et al. (2014) showed that people 
who were more positive were better at observing positive 
emotions in others but less skillful at noticing and reacting 
to negative emotions. Additionally, the experience of being 
stress-free and unhurried may increase the likelihood of noticing 
another person’s emotional state. In the famous Good Samaritan 
experiment (Darley and Batson, 1973), people on their way 
to give a talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan were 
less likely to help when they were in a hurry. Moreover, as 
negative events tend to evoke stronger and more rapid responses 
than positive or neutral ones Taylor, 1991), people are more 
prone to noticing negativity and threats than observing safety 
and positivity (Baumeister et  al., 2001). However, people can 
choose to plan their day to deliberately include situations that 
lead to an increase in positive emotions (Catalino et al., 2014), 
and they can also purposefully aim to notice positivity in 
others. This conscious prioritizing of positivity can act as an 
antidote and help enable people to notice the cues for positive 
emotions in their coworkers.

Making Sense of the Positive Emotions of 
Others
Following the step of noticing, the responder is then required 
to make sense of the discloser’s positive emotions. This 
sensemaking is the interpretive work (Weick, 2012) used by 
employees to find meaning in ambiguous situations (Weick 
et al., 2005) so that they can make a decision on the appropriate 
thoughts and actions. Individuals differ in their ability to 
understand and analyze emotions (Mayer and Salovey, 1997), 
but some form of perspective taking is generally required to 
make sense of the positive emotions of others. Perspective 
taking refers to a cognitive effort to look at the world from 
a different point of view or, as defined by Davis (1983: 169), 
perspective taking is “the spontaneous tendency of the respondent 
to adopt the psychological perspective of other people – to 
entertain the point of view of others.” This diverges from social 
contrasting where the responder focuses more on a comparison 
between themselves and the other and less on what the other 
is feeling.

In the effort to make sense of a situation in a way that 
will lead to perspective taking, it is likely that the responder 
will aim to understand the positive experience and make 
predictions about the discloser’s role in the experience, as well 
as their own role as a responder. According to appraisal theory 
(Lazarus, 1991), several underlying assumptions can affect the 
way a responder interprets a situation using their evaluations, 
assessments, and judgments. In appraisal theory, emotions are 
viewed as acts of meaning, and the perceiver assigns value or 
meaning to an object that creates the emotional response 
(Lazarus, 1991). In social relationships at work, appraisals can 
affect the ways that social interactions elicit changes in positive 
emotional states (Kiffin-Petersen et  al., 2012). In this paper, 
the following three appraisals are identified as important for 
the validating response as they can affect the responder’s 
engagement in perspective taking: first, the discloser’s 

deservingness of validation; second, the relevance of the discloser 
and the discloser’s experience to the responder; and third, the 
responder’s sense of self-worth.

Appraisals about the discloser’s deservingness relate to “the 
moral worth of the other” (Clark, 1987: 297). For example, 
the perceived motive underlying the discloser’s act of expressing 
their positive emotions may mediate the response of the 
responder (Duprez et  al., 2015; Tamir, 2016). As suggested by 
Gable et al. (2004: 241), “a positive event may be communicated 
to share the joy with another, to make a good impression, to 
establish credibility, to elicit validation, or to increase personal 
understanding of the situation” – or to incite negative feelings, 
such as jealousy, if the motives are unkind. Witnessing moral 
beauty elicits elevation and induces a feeling of warmth toward 
the person who has elicited the emotion. It can also prompt 
a willingness to help and a desire to follow the standards of 
the moral exemplar (Haidt, 2002). Accordingly, the responder 
is likely to appraise the discloser as more deserving when 
they perceive them as cooperative, trustworthy, altruistic, or 
of good character and their motives as positive and sincere. 
The perceived fairness of the experience in a distributive sense 
may also affect the responder’s appraisals of the discloser’s 
deservingness of validation (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019). The 
responder’s reaction can be significantly affected if the discloser 
expresses joy when receiving a reward that the responder feels 
is undeserved. In contrast, when the reasons for the positive 
experience conform to implicit norms of allocation, such as 
equity, equality, and need, then the responder is more likely 
to interpret the discloser as deserving (Colquitt, 2001) and 
thus engage in perspective taking.

The responder’s appraisal regarding the relevance of the 
discloser and their experience relate to how the responder 
judges the extent to which their own values and goals are 
congruent or incongruent with the discloser’s positive experience. 
As suggested by Tesser’s (2000) self-evaluation maintenance 
model, evaluations will generally lead to differential processes 
of reflection (“basking in reflected glory”) and comparison 
(i.e., envy) that further affect the responder’s process of 
responding. According to this model, changes in self-evaluation 
are initiated by the outstanding performance of a close other. 
When adapted to the organizational context, close other refers 
to a colleague who is perceived as similar in terms of experience, 
work attitudes, personality, opinions (Schaubroeck and Lam, 
2004), or position held in the organizational structure (Burt, 
1987; see also Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019). When a person 
values or identifies with a performance, they can easily examine 
the situation from a perspective that uses comparison. If they 
consider the performance unimportant, the evaluation can 
be  augmented via “basking in reflected glory,” that is, feeling 
that they can also benefit from the good fortune. Thus, people 
can reduce a threat to self-esteem or augment self-esteem to 
increase the likelihood of a positive response. This can 
be  achieved by changing the importance of the comparison 
domain (e.g., identifying less with the performance or making 
it feel less important), the level of closeness to the comparison 
person (e.g., perceive the person less similar in terms of 
experience, work attitudes, personality, opinions, or position), 
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or the performance difference (e.g., performing and the other) 
(Tesser, 2000). Moreover, another way to trigger perspective 
taking rather than social comparison is to assume shared group 
identity with the discloser (e.g., identify a common goal) 
(Turner, 1975). Studies have shown that shared group identity 
facilitates perspective taking and increases the likelihood that 
a person will experience happiness when other people achieve 
positive outcomes (e.g., Cikara et al., 2014; see also Molenberghs 
et  al., 2014; Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019). Similarly, positive 
interpersonal relationships and task interdependence help trigger 
perspective taking rather than social comparison (see Ganegoda 
and Bordia, 2019). The more someone likes a person, the 
more motivated they are to take that person’s perspective 
(McPherson and Janoff-Bulman, 2000), and close interaction 
among coworkers increases their perspective taking capacity 
(Parker and Axtell, 2001).

Finally, appraisals regarding self-worth correspond to how 
secure a person feels when facing the positive experiences of 
others. Drawing on the research of self-compassion versus 
self-esteem (Crocker and Park, 2004; Neff and Vonk, 2009), 
we  posit that a more stable sense of self-worth will correlate 
with a reduction in harmful social comparison and the level 
of threat perceived from the positive experiences of others. 
Thus, a person with a strong sense of self-worth should respond 
to other people’s positive emotions with genuine and respectful 
validation. Supporting this logic, both self-esteem and self-
compassion can equally predict happiness, optimism, and positive 
affect (Neff and Vonk, 2009). However, when tested in relation 
to ego-focused reactivity (unhealthy social comparison, such 
as over-reacting, defensiveness, attacking, or unnecessary fear), 
self-compassion has been shown to have a stronger negative 
association with unhealthy social comparison as it is protected 
by more stable feelings of self-worth. In contrast, self-esteem 
was positively associated with narcissism. Crocker and Park 
(2004) explained that while self-esteem does not constitute an 
unhealthy self-stance, some of the ways that people strive for 
self-esteem are potentially damaging. In domains, such as work 
that emphasize self-worth, people aim to validate their self-
worth through their abilities or qualities. This can produce 
unhealthy social comparison or competition and cause a reaction 
to a threat that undermines connections, such as relatedness, 
between coworkers. As a result, the situation can challenge a 
person’s ability to participate in perspective taking and the 
validation of their coworkers’ positive experiences. For example, 
when someone shares their positive experience, another person 
may become preoccupied with the meaning of the experience 
in relation to their self-worth and this can be  detrimental to 
the process of responding. However, when the responder has 
a stable sense of self-worth, they are less inclined to use 
comparisons to validate their own worth and are more inclined 
to celebrate the success of others.

Feeling Positive Empathy
A responder will typically feel positive empathy when they 
use perspective taking to make sense of another person’s positive 
emotions and thus be  able to examine the situation from an 

alternative point of view (Morelli et  al., 2015). Within the 
workplace, this can be  defined as “an employee’s experience 
of happiness in response to a coworker’s positive experience 
(state or outcome) and the real or imagined happiness in the 
coworker” (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019). Positive empathy is 
about sharing and enjoying the positive emotions of others 
(Telle and Pfister, 2016), and this ability can provide the 
motivational impetus for subsequent validating behavior.

Ganegoda and Bordia (2019) recently examined perspective 
taking as a sub-process in the context of work, arguing that 
it provides the typical pathway to feelings of positive empathy. 
Perspective taking has been shown to successfully decrease 
prejudice, stereotyping, and social aggression and improve social 
coordination through increased self-other overlap (Galinsky 
et al., 2005), thus prompting the responder to share the discloser’s 
feeling of happiness. Neuropsychological research has also shown 
that perspective taking triggers positive empathy as they are 
both activated in the same region of the brain (Morelli 
et  al., 2014).

In addition to perspective taking or cognitive empathy, 
we  recognize affective empathy – direct sharing of the other 
person’s feelings (Singer and Klimecki, 2014) – as another 
potential pathway to positive empathy for the responder. This 
particular pathway can sometimes be influenced by unconscious 
affective convergence mechanisms, such as primitive emotional 
contagion and behavioral entrainment (see Hatfield et al., 1994; 
Collins et al., 2013). Sharing positive emotions has been shown 
to increase self-other overlap in particular (Waugh and 
Fredrickson, 2006; Fredrickson, 2013, 2016). It is also strongly 
correlated with sympathetic caring and largely negatively 
correlated with meanness (Murphy et  al., 2018), resulting in 
a motivation to invest in the well-being of the other person 
(Fredrickson, 2013, 2016). Positive empathy is not solely affective 
or cognitive empathy, but rather representative of an overall 
empathic concern, described by Batson (1994, p.606) as “other-
oriented feelings that are most often congruent with the perceived 
welfare of the other person.” Positive empathy is initiated and 
formed through both affective and cognitive understanding of 
the other person’s positive emotional experience.

Several researchers have argued that positive empathy should 
motivate people to help others and promote subsequent prosocial 
behavior (e.g., Morelli et  al., 2015; Telle and Pfister, 2016; 
Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019). Similarly, positive affect has also 
been associated with increased prosocial motivation and behavior 
(McCullough et  al., 2002; Lyubomirsky et  al., 2005) as well 
as empathy for others (e.g., McCullough et  al., 2002), and 
these have been further linked to several important organizational 
outcomes (Clark et  al., 2018). Thus, a person experiencing 
positive empathy is more likely to behave in helpful and 
validating ways toward the other.

Acting to Validate the Positive Emotions of 
Others
Acting is the sub-process that captures all the behaviors of 
the responder that can validate the positive emotional experiences 
of the discloser in order to effect symmetrical emotion regulation 
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outcomes. In emotionally loaded situations, people may choose 
to employ different emotion regulation strategies such as 
reappraisal or distraction (Sheppes et  al., 2011), which help 
them to achieve their desired outcomes (Côté et  al., 2011). 
In here, we  will focus on two behavioral mechanisms that are 
likely to promote a validating response. In relationship studies, 
responsiveness is viewed as a key component of a dyadic 
interaction in which the responder communicates understanding, 
validation, and caring in response to another person’s self-
disclosure (Reis and Shaver, 1988). Responsiveness refers to 
the means and extent to which the responder conveys validation 
by addressing the discloser’s actions, communications, needs, 
and wants from the previous interaction (Davis, 1982; Miller 
and Berg, 1984; Berg, 1987). To contribute positively to the 
development of the relationship, responsive behaviors need to 
be sincere and demonstrate concern and caring for the discloser, 
as well as capture the content of the discloser’s original 
communication (Berg, 1987).

Research on capitalization by Gable et  al. (2004) studied 
the responsive behavior from the perspective of the discloser 
and identified four ways that a responder can respond to a 
discloser’s positive news: active-constructive (enthusiastic 
encouragement, e.g., “wonderful, let us celebrate”) or active-
unconstructive (quashing the news, e.g., “that’s not enough”) 
and passive-constructive (understated support, e.g., one is 
present, but does not say anything positive) or passive-
unconstructive (ignoring the news, e.g., one looks at their 
phone instead of the person telling the news). In terms of 
positive outcomes, only the perceived active-constructive response 
is beneficial as it refers to acts that promote feelings of 
understanding, validation, and caring. With an active-constructive 
response, the responder can indicate that they understand 
something that is central to the discloser, such as a goal 
attainment, a positive affect, or a meaningful activity that is 
personally relevant, whereas with the other three responses 
the responder fails to indicate such understanding (Gable et al., 
2004; Gable and Reis, 2010). The three other types of responses 
were negatively associated with the amount of positive emotions 
experienced and the perceived quality of the relationship (Gable 
et  al., 2004).

In organizational studies, respectful engagement has been 
recognized as one of the key behavioral mechanisms involved 
in building high-quality social connections between employees 
in a workplace (Stephens et  al., 2011). Defined as behaviors 
that show esteem, dignity, and care for another person (e.g., 
Ramarajan et al., 2008), respectful engagement should be viewed 
as a collection of behaviors that enable a validating response 
from the responder. These behaviors cover a broad range and 
include common, frequent, often small, and sometimes 
subconscious gestures, words, tones, and body postures that 
communicate the level of respect for the other person and 
their perceived value (Stephens et  al., 2011). The behaviors 
also extend to more conscious actions that communicate 
affirmation of the discloser’s worth and value, such as a caring 
presence (Kahn, 1992) and expressions of genuine gratitude 
(Grant and Gino, 2010). By demonstrating the human need 
for respect and dignity (Rawls, 1971), these behaviors should 

assist with the formation of a response that addresses the 
discloser and their emotional experience in a validating way.

While research on capitalization suggests that enthusiastic 
responses are the key to positive outcomes (e.g., Reis et  al., 
2010), this article emphasizes the importance of a behavioral 
response that is genuine and signals validation of the discloser 
and their current state of happiness. Overall, positive emotions 
can be  strengthened and their related resources increased 
through acts of savoring and exploring, such as elaboration, 
repetition, retelling, and rehearsing (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 
2004; Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002). Accordingly, actions that 
help the discloser savor their positive emotions are beneficial 
as they can strengthen the positive memory of the experience. 
For example, a responder can ask a disclosure to elaborate 
on their thoughts and feelings regarding a positive emotional 
experience. This action, in turn, can lead to increased well-
being and better relationship quality (Gable et  al., 2004). 
Specifically, responsive and respectful validation of the discloser’s 
experience may help amplify positive emotions.

Potential Outcomes
As an affective phenomenon marked by positive emotions, the 
process of responding to validate coworkers’ positive emotions 
has important implications in the workplace. At intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and team levels, we  identify four significant sets 
of outcomes: well-being and creativity, high-quality connections 
and collaboration, interpersonal capitalization and prosocial 
behavior, and psychological safety, and team learning.

At the intrapersonal level, a successful validating response 
to another person’s positive event has been shown to increase 
the amount of positive affect for both the responder (Monfort 
et  al., 2014; Conoley et  al., 2015) and the discloser (Gable 
et  al., 2004; Bryant et  al., 2005; Maisel and Gable, 2009). 
Although positive events and positive emotions are different, 
they can share considerable overlap in terms of the potential 
impacts on consequential positive affect; both processes require 
a validating response to the positive emotional experience of 
the discloser that is connected to the shared positive event 
or the expressed positive emotion. Additionally, we  posit that 
through emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 1994), the positive 
affect that is generated can potentially extend to third parties 
witnessing the response. Research has provided substantial 
evidence that positive emotions have positive impacts on an 
individual’s well-being and creativity (e.g., Amabile et al., 2005; 
Lyubomirsky et  al., 2005), and examples have been provided 
by the broaden and build theory of positive emotions 
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2004; Fredrickson et  al., 2008) and 
the recent empirical studies testing this theory (Major et  al., 
2018). Therefore, we  expect that the validating response to a 
coworker’s positive emotions positively impacts on the well-
being and creativity of the witnesses and the individuals taking 
part in the unfolding of the response. Moreover, as well as 
feeling the positive emotions, expressing them may also 
be important in terms of positive health and well-being outcomes. 
For example, when participants in a study watched a happy 
video, their immune system showed increased activity; however, 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Paakkanen et al. Responding to Positive Emotions

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 668160

this effect was only demonstrated when they were instructed 
to express their emotions (Labott et  al., 1990). Thus, when 
the expression of positive emotions is encouraged, the validating 
response should contribute positively to well-being.

At the interpersonal level, a validating response to the 
positive emotions of others is likely to have a positive impact 
on the quality of interpersonal connections, relationships, 
collaboration, and trust. Research suggests that when an 
employee responds to a coworker’s positive experience with 
positive empathy, the interpersonal relationship between them 
is strengthened through feelings of affection and warmth 
(Hareli and Rafaeli, 2008; Morelli et  al., 2015). Similarly, a 
successful validation of a discloser’s positive event benefits 
the perceived quality of the relationship (e.g., Peters et  al., 
2018). Moreover, an employee can experience feelings of 
gratitude when they perceive a coworker intentionally 
contributing something of value, such as providing a validating 
response to another person’s emotions (e.g., Emmons and 
Shelton, 2001; Fredrickson, 2004). When one person feels 
gratitude, both members of an interaction can experience a 
greater connection, and this can also develop further over 
time (Algoe et  al., 2008). In turn, higher quality connections 
between employees enhance collaboration and trust among 
coworkers (e.g., Dutton and Heaphy, 2003; Stephens et  al., 
2011). Additionally, positive affect directly produces desirable 
effects for collaborative work behaviors by decreasing conflicts 
and enhancing willingness to collaborate (Barsade, 2002). 
More generally, the broadening effect of positive emotions 
helps to build durable social resources (Fredrickson, 1998, 
2001). This includes the development of increased closeness 
in relationships in terms of self-other overlap, which can 
also boost the feeling of connection quality even in new 
relationships (Waugh and Fredrickson, 2006). People who 
generally report greater positive affect demonstrate better 
social skills and have interactions of higher quality (Berry 
and Hansen, 1996).

The validating response is also likely to foster interpersonal 
capitalization and prosocial behavior that create a beneficial 
cycle of positive affect and prosocial relationships. As suggested 
by Peters et  al. (2018), successful capitalization efforts should 
promote further attempts. In particular, future interpersonal 
capitalization is encouraged when the positive emotion of 
gratitude creates a mutually rewarding cycle of positive affect 
through increased prosocial activity and empathy for others 
(e.g., McCullough et  al., 2002). Witnessing or experiencing 
the responder’s positive empathy and related prosocial motivation 
will generally reduce a person’s fear of receiving a dampening 
response to their positive emotions, thus enabling further 
interpersonal capitalization attempts (Hadley, 2014). Positive 
affect is the integral mechanism and outcome of interpersonal 
capitalization, and it has been consistently linked to prosocial 
behavior (e.g., Isen et  al., 1976; Carlson et  al., 1988; Baron, 
1997; Aknin et  al., 2012). In particular, those experiencing 
positive empathy are more likely to engage in prosocial behavior 
(Andreychik and Migliaccio, 2015; Morelli et  al., 2015) and 
Telle and Pfister (2016) suggested that people do so in order 
to maintain their positive affect. In addition to high-quality 

connections and collaboration at the interpersonal level, the 
validating response should thus generate prosocial behavior 
among colleagues through positive cycles of increased positive 
affect and interpersonal capitalization.

At the team level, this article proposes that the validating 
response contributes positively to employees’ feelings of 
psychological safety and thus enhances, for instance, team 
learning. Increased positive affect promotes the disclosure of 
information to others (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), and it encourages 
interaction rather than characteristics of poor psychological 
safety (Kahn, 1990), such as withdrawn or defensive behavior 
(Waugh and Fredrickson, 2006). Furthermore, witnessing a 
colleague responding positively to a coworker’s needs and 
emotions through a validating response is likely to decrease 
an employee’s negative perceptions of the consequences of 
taking interpersonal risks (Edmondson, 1999) and thus in turn 
encourage them to express themselves willingly (Berg, 1987). 
Such experiences involve the key elements of psychological 
safety and team learning (Kahn, 1990; Edmondson, 1999; 
Edmondson and Lei, 2014). For example, engaging respectfully 
with a coworker fosters acceptance and openness and motivates 
interaction and sharing (Carmeli et al., 2015). When validation 
occurs, it produces feelings of being understood and cared 
for (Davis, 1982; Berg, 1987) which in turn contributes to 
building a sense of safety (Reis and Shaver, 1988; Edmondson, 
1999). This contrasts with the anticipation of rejection or 
judgment that stops people from expressing and sharing their 
emotional experiences (Gable et  al., 2004; Maisel and Gable, 
2009). This article asserts that validating responses build 
psychological safety and thus enhance also team learning by 
decreasing the focus on the negative consequences of taking 
interpersonal risks and increasing employees’ willingness to 
express themselves.

Boundary Conditions and Contextual 
Factors
While we  have restricted our focus to the four steps of the 
responder’s validating response and their related mechanisms, 
the responding process is inevitably affected by numerous 
contextual attributes and conditions at the personal and 
organizational levels that also influence the resulting outcomes. 
The first key role that should be  examined is the position of 
the discloser in the responding process. A triggered positive 
emotional experience often conveys information about the 
associated emotions, values, or needs of the discloser (Gable 
and Reis, 2010); therefore, expressing positivity can make a 
person feel vulnerable and reluctant to share their thoughts 
and feelings. This can be particularly evident when the discloser 
resists the expression of positive emotions due to the anticipation 
of rejection, judgment, or defensiveness (Gable et  al., 2004; 
Maisel and Gable, 2009). However, the process of responding 
will not unfold if the discloser fails to express their positive 
emotions in some way. People can also quickly read gestures 
and facial expressions to make rapid judgments on whether 
others are accepting and warm (Ambady et  al., 2000), and 
this is likely to shape whether or not a person chooses to 
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express their emotions. Thus, the discloser’s willingness to share 
positive emotions can significantly influence the initiation of 
the validating process.

Furthermore, the type of positive emotions the discloser 
shares can shape the response. Different kinds of positive 
emotions can cause a variety of reactions that shape the 
responder’s sensemaking and response. For example, a person 
might be  comfortable with achievement-based positive affect 
but not affiliative or vice versa (Gilbert et  al., 2014). 
Consequently, for a responder who is uncomfortable with 
affiliative affect, its expressions would cause distress and hinder 
or block positive empathy and the validating response (Gilbert 
et  al., 2014).

The personal qualities of the responder also influence the 
process. For example, the trait of positive empathy at the 
personal level (Morelli et al., 2015) is affected by an individual’s 
dispositional capacity for cognitive perspective taking 
(Andreychik and Migliaccio, 2015) as well as their tendency 
to view themselves in terms of their relationships with others, 
that is, interdependent self-construal (Galinsky et  al., 2005; 
Varnum et  al., 2014). Equally, positive empathy is influenced 
by an individual’s propensity to experience positive emotions, 
that is, positive affectivity (Sallquist et  al., 2009; Morelli et  al., 
2015). Higher levels of positive affectivity can trigger perspective 
taking and thus affect a person’s response to their coworkers’ 
positive emotions (see Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019).

At the organizational level, shared values, norms, and practices 
signal what is appropriate, valued, or encouraged, as well as 
the type of emotional expressions and responses that are 
expected (see Dutton et  al., 2014). For example, shared values 
sensitize an employee’s tendency to notice certain situations 
or actions (Dutton et  al., 2006), and organizational norms 
regarding feelings influence how and when certain emotions 
are expressed at work (Hochschild, 1979). When it comes to 
directing attentional energy in organizations, people in positions 
of authority are particularly influential as employees pay more 
attention to their leaders’ behavior than vice versa (e.g., Worline 
and Dutton, 2017). A leader’s own example and encouragement 
to react in a positive way can significantly influence how easy 
or difficult it is to express positive emotions in the workplace. 
Through their own way of reacting to others’ positive emotions, 
leaders provide a model for their staff on how such situations 
should be  approached in the organization.

DISCUSSION

This article has provided a theoretical and conceptual exploration 
of employees’ positive responses to coworkers’ positive emotional 
experiences, introduced here as a validating response. We have 
underscored the importance of the validating response in the 
realm of interpersonal dynamics in the workplace and suggested 
a four-step model for the responder that includes noticing, 
sensemaking, feeling positive empathy, and engaging in validating 
behavior. For each of the four steps, we  have identified key 
mechanisms that facilitate the validating response. We  have 
further connected employees’ validating responses to particularly 

important potential individual and organizational outcomes 
and recognized the contextual factors that enhance or impede 
the validating response.

By studying the validating response, this article makes a 
contribution to three important research streams on positive 
interpersonal responding, namely, interpersonal capitalization, 
psychological safety, and high-quality connections. First, 
concerning interpersonal capitalization and emotion regulation 
outcomes, we  have identified key steps and mechanisms that 
move the perspective of the responder to the forefront of the 
research. By studying this previously overlooked perspective, 
we  can now better address how a validating response to the 
positive emotions of others can bring about desired symmetrical 
emotion regulation outcomes. This new framework calls attention 
to the perspective of the responder and expands the focus 
from responding to positive events to also responding to positive 
emotions. By proposing that positive empathy is analogous to 
the role of empathic concern in the process of compassion 
(Dutton et  al., 2014), the current research expands the theory 
and research on positive empathy, suggesting that it presents 
one key part of the unfolding of the process of a validating 
response, but not the entire response, as suggested by previous 
research (Ganegoda and Bordia, 2019).

Second, our work addresses the understudied question of 
how psychological safety is built and protected in organizations 
(Edmondson and Lei, 2014). Anticipating a response that 
lacks validation is an interpersonal risk that can undermine 
psychological safety within teams and lead to less sharing 
of ideas, questions, and feedback (Edmondson, 1999). Receiving 
a validating response protects and builds psychological safety 
by decreasing interpersonal risk and increasing employees’ 
willingness to express themselves. William Kahn (1990) observed 
that when interactions demonstrate respect and trust – both 
key characteristics of validating behavior – people are more 
likely to anticipate a genuine response and assume the situation 
involves less interpersonal risk – a defining characteristic of 
psychological safety. The expression of a person’s positive 
emotions is an example of an action that carries this 
interpersonal risk (Hadley, 2014). Psychological safety is 
generally built over time through positive responses to such 
displays of interpersonal risk. The validating response can 
enhance psychological safety and team learning by prompting 
uninhibited communication, decreasing negative perceptions 
of the consequences of interpersonal risks, fostering acceptance 
and openness, and motivating interaction and sharing 
among colleagues.

Third, HQCs have been associated with improved 
collaboration, relationship quality, and trust among colleagues 
(e.g., Dutton and Heaphy, 2003; Stephens et  al., 2011). Our 
paper has addressed a gap in this research by framing the 
validating response in a model that illustrates a specific 
approach to creating HQCs. We  have also extended the 
understanding of what enables HQCs by identifying the 
different cognitive, emotional, and behavioral mechanisms 
and their interdependence. Particularly, our analysis has 
identified that in terms of constructing HQCs through the 
validating response, other-awareness precedes perspective 
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taking. Perspective taking, empathy, and emotional contagion 
then precede respectful engagement. Our model has also 
highlighted positive emotions as the underlying mechanism 
that facilitates a person’s acceptance of interactions and generates 
the positive outcomes of the validating response. However, 
positive emotions do not necessarily lead directly to HQCs 
as they are dependent on social interactions and the ways 
in which they are received and validated by the responder. 
This paper has also introduced positive empathy as the critical 
mechanism that enables the validating response that, in turn, 
facilitates the development of HQCs.

Practical Implications and Leverage Points 
for Organizations
The process approach to a validating response uncovers multiple 
ways for employees to exercise agency to foster positive responses 
to coworkers’ positive experiences. Developing these responses 
can promote well-being, quality connections, collaboration, and 
team learning. Each step of the model has mechanisms that 
employees can practice to shape their behavior and their work 
environments. First, for example, mindfulness practice may 
help employees improve their ability to notice coworkers’ positive 
emotions through better other-awareness and empathy (Krasner 
et  al., 2009; Atkins, 2013). Second, employees can actively 
practice perspective taking to foster sensemaking of other 
people and their experiences so they can be  viewed as fair 
and deserving of validation; practicing self-compassion can 
also address harmful social comparisons (Neff and Vonk, 2009). 
Third, employees may intentionally cultivate a capacity to 
celebrate and enjoy their coworkers’ positive emotions through 
practices such as loving-kindness meditation (Fredrickson 
et  al., 2008).

Fourth, employees can experiment with different ways 
of showing respect and demonstrating responsiveness, for 
example, through active listening, follow-up questions, and 
genuine interest in the activities of others. There are also 
many contextual factors that have an impact on the validation 
process that leaders can use to shape the working conditions 
in a way that supports the expression of positive emotional 
experiences and the forms of their validation. For example, 
leaders can use organizational incentives and practices as 
well as constructive behaviors to encourage and demonstrate 
values such as cooperation, prosocial behavior, admission 
of mistakes, and requests for help. Using these methods, 
leaders can help direct employees to anticipate less 
interpersonal risk when sharing and responding to each 
other’s positive emotions.

Directions for Future Research
The theoretical analysis of the current paper offers a number 
of avenues for future research. A central limitation of this 
study is the lack of empirical testing of the model created in 
this paper. Qualitative diary and interview methods could 
be used to increase the understanding of the perceived experiences 
of the responder. Also, data that are not reliant on self-report 
could be  generated both through ethnography at workplaces 

as well as through objective measures of observation or laboratory 
studies. In particular, questionnaire measures for each step of 
the responding process should be developed to further identify 
the roles of each step and their mechanisms in the validating 
response process. Experimental studies, such as intervention 
studies, should also be  completed in organizations, to reveal 
how to increase the responsiveness of responders and the 
potential impacts if the increase is possible. Dyads of discloser 
and responder could simultaneously be  observed in laboratory 
setting to understand dynamics such as body language and 
unconscious messaging that affect the validation process in 
real time.

One particular angle of a lacunae in research concerns the 
responder viewpoint. We  have introduced the responder as 
the potential initiator of the responding process and addressed 
the need to examine interpersonal capitalization in the 
organizational context. To date, organizational research has not 
considered the organizational outcomes of responding to 
coworkers’ positive emotions in a validating way. Therefore, 
we  suggest that future research should empirically examine 
the potentially significant impacts of these responses at the 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and team levels.

Moreover, our research has identified the similarities and 
differences between the two interpersonal processes of responding 
to the emotional experiences of others, namely, compassion 
as a response to the negative emotions of the other and the 
validating response as a response to the positive emotions of 
the other. However, further research is required to better 
understand how they are interrelated and how they might 
affect each other.

Conclusion
In today’s contradictory work life, employees require ever more 
cognitive endurance and interpersonal skills. These skills are 
inevitably affected by emotions as well as how the emotions 
are expressed and received in the workplace. Driven by 
performance and efficiency, organizations continue to maintain 
achievement-oriented cultures that depreciate emotions and 
produce fatigue and disengagement among employees. A 
validating response to a coworker’s positive emotions may act 
as an antidote to a negative environment, and the positive 
implications are likely to also influence lives outside the 
workplace. This investigation presents a new and significant 
perspective to promoting high-quality interpersonal relating 
and desired emotion regulation outcomes in organizations 
through the validating response. The theoretical model developed 
in this article provides a starting point for further work on 
positive interrelating that acknowledges the synergy between 
compassion and the validating response.
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