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The Serious Business of 
Happiness at Work

Vanessa King 
BSc(Joint Hons), ACA, MAPP
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Why Action for Happiness? 

Source: Layard, 2003 (based on US data)
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What do we mean by happiness?

HAPPINESS?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved



2/21/19

3

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

+

UK Government Foresight Review of Mental Capital and Well-Being for the 21st Century (2008)

FUNCTIONING
WELL

FEELING
GOOD

What is happiness?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

Question 1 - Is work good for happiness?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Work and wellbeing – Life evaluation (Cantril Ladder)

Source: de Neve, 2018

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

Work and wellbeing – Life evaluation (Cantril Ladder)

Source: de Neve, 2018
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Source: de Neve, 2018
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Work and wellbeing – Life evaluation by role type

Source: de Neve, 2018

Source: de Neve and Ward, 2017
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Work plays an important role in our happiness

Source: UK Office for National Statistics (2012)
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Question 2 - Is happiness good for work?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Significantly better overall health
Diener and Chan (2011)

50% lower risk of cardiovascular event
Boehm and Kubzansky (2012)

35% reduction in risk of death
Steptoe and Wardle (2011)

Half as likely to catch the cold virus
Cohen et al. (2006)

The Happiness Advantage: Physical Health

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Companies outperform stock market
Edmans et al. (2014)

Faster and more accurate diagnoses
Estrada et al. (1997)

12% more productive at work
Oswald et al. (2014)

The Happiness Advantage: Performance

Higher future income
De Neve and Oswald (2012)

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Correlation Between Employee Satisfaction and Firm Performance 

Source: Krekel, Ward & de Neve, 2019
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Sustainable engagement at work
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Wellbeing

Optimal

Source: Fairhurst & O’Connor, 2010 in Lewis, et al, 2012, CIPD

High productivity but 
high burnout and

more likely to leave

Most productive
and happiest
employees

Least contribution 
from employees

Likely to stay but less 
committed to 

organisational goals

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

Save more and better financial control
Guven (2012)

Less likely to have road accidents
Goudie et al. (2012)

More pro-social behaviour
Aknin et al. (2013)

The Happiness Advantage: Society

More likely to vote and participate
Guven (2009)

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Work can be a cause of unhappiness

Source: CIPD 2017

• Workload

• Management style 

• Problems at home

• Restructuring/change

• Relationships at work 

Top causes of long-term sickness absence due to stress:

Our behaviour and actions are contagious

Source: Christakis and Fowler (2009)

Ripple effect
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Q 3 - What can we do that makes a difference?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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This simple intervention was found to increase happiness and 
reduce depressive symptoms for up to six months.

Source: Seligman and Steen (2005)

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

61 

62 

6 

8 

10 

12 

14 

16 

18 

20 

Pre-test Post-test 1 week 1 month 3 months 6 months 

H
ap

pi
ne

ss
 

D
ep

re
ss

iv
e 

sy
m

pt
om

s Depressive Symptoms 

Happiness 

Noticing the good things brings benefits



2/21/19

12

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

Think of a time when you performed at your best at work

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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When you performed at your best at work…

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

…what were the factors that 
most contributed to this?

was it when…
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Three essential ingredients for a happy and motivated workplace

2. Mastery & Progress
People feel they are using thei r skills 

and making progress towards goals that 
matter

3. Autonomy
People feel a sense of control over what 

they do and/or how they do it

1. Relationships
People’s daily interactions with others 

are supportive and constructive

©Action for Happiness. All Rights ReservedBased on:Deci and Ryan, various

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

What factors of a job matter most?

Source: de Neve, 2018
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Connections matter

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

High quality interactions

© Vanessa King for Action For Happiness. All rights reserved.

Source: Jane Dutton, 2003, 2011

• Higher well-being and resilience
• Greater vitality
• Reduced negativity
• Higher immunity
• Higher engagement in/focus on 

tasks and greater job satisfaction
• Source of resources to get job 

done
• Greater learning
• Higher self-esteem
• Lower role conflict, ambiguity 

and overload

Individual Organisation

• Greater co-operation and 
mutual support

• Greater co-ordination
• Stronger attachment to the 

organisation - employees, 
customers, suppliers

• Greater creativity
• Better organisational learning
• Greater 

adaptability/organisational 
resilience

• Lower costs

Benefits:

Team

• Greater co-operation 
and mutual support

• Better learning
• More adaptive/resilient
• More creative
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Where is your attention?

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Progress - The difference between a good and bad day at work 

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

76%

43%

12%

25%

4%

53%

43%

19%
15%

25%

Progress Instrumental 
support

Interpersonal 
support

Collaboration Important work

Best days
Worst days

Source: Amabile & Kramer, 2010
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Focusing on strengths makes a difference

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

6x

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

Functioning well and feeling good at work

Source: nef (2011), based on evidence from UK Foresight Project on Mental Capital (2008)

Organisation 
Conditions

Personal 
Resources

Functioning 
Well

Feeling 
Good

External environment
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Evidence-based Ten Keys to Happier Living

Source: Action for Happiness (2011), building on nef (2008)

GIVING
Do things for others

RELATING
Connect with people

EXERCISING
Take care of your body

AWARENESS
Live life mindfully

TRYING OUT
Keep learning new things

DIRECTION
Have goals to look forward to

RESILIENCE
Find ways to bounce back

EMOTIONS
Look for what’s good

ACCEPTANCE
Be comfortable with who you are

MEANING
Be part of something bigger

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Emergency

intervention
Early 

intervention Prevention & Enhancement

Re-design processes
& policies, even 

organisations

Leadership/
management skills

Individual 
wellbeing/resilience skills

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved
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Organisations as living networks of (emotional) human beings

©Action for Happiness. All Rights Reserved

vanessa.king@actionforhappiness.org
www.actionforhappiness.org

facebook.com/actionforhappiness

@actionhappiness

youtube.com/actionforhappiness

Find out more…

@actionhappiness
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A Programme to Build Wellbeing & Resilience Skills

PRACTICAL IDEAS FOR HAPPIER LIVING

Course structure

Week 1
Ø Introduction
Ø EMOTIONS
Ø AWARENESS

Week 3
Ø EXERCISING
Ø DIRECTION

Week 2
Ø RELATING
Ø GIVING

Week 4
Ø RESILIENCE

Week 6
Ø MEANING
Ø Wrap-up

Week 5
Ø ACCEPTANCE
Ø TRYING OUT

10 Keys to Happier Living Programme

TRY IT YOURSELF

IN PAIRS

GROUP 
DISCUSSION

AT HOME
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Doing Well from the Inside Out® - The Programme for Managers

• Our well-being is inter-connected

• Managers are pivotal

• Lives inside and outside work can be 
challenging

© Vanessa King for Action For Happiness. All rights reserved.

WeCommunity

Me

1. Building my well-
being skills 

2. Building 
well-being in our 

team
3. Doing well 

for our organisation
& community

©Vanessa King 

Design Principles:

• Evidence-based 

• Focus on what’s within 
peoples’ control

• Interactive

• Practical 

• ‘Experimenting’

• Build networks & 
relationships

Pilot results - Psychometric evaluation

Three month follow-up of 
participants had a positive 
impact on all psychometric 
measures and engagement 
survey questions.

There was also a positive 
impact on their teams.
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Creating a movement

© Vanessa King for Action For Happiness. All rights reserved.

1. Leader 
‘Me‘  

Workshop

3. Leader 
‘We‘  

Workshop

2. All
‘Me‘  

Workshop

February

May

March

April

June

Expert led 

Thinking
Resiliently

Playing to 

Our Strengths

Self led 

Self led 

Self led 

Experiments/
actions

Experiments/
actions

Experiments/
actions

Leaders:
• Understand the ingredients of individual wellbeing 

• Identify personal wellbeing ‘experiments’

• Prepared to kick-off Pulse Groups

All:
• Understand the ingredients of individual wellbeing 

• Identify personal wellbeing ‘experiments’

• Kick-off Pulse Groups

Leaders:
• Feedback on personal wellbeing ‘experiments’

• Understand management styles that facilitate 

wellbeing & performance

• Action planning – self, teams and pulse groups

Pulse Groups 
90 minute sessions

Mindful Leadership Programme

slide 42

Session 1:
• What is mindfulness
• Introduction to mediation practices -

mindfulness of breath; body scan
• Mindful minute
• Emotional contagion
• The psychological & psychological impact of 

positive emotion; three good things reflection

Session 2:
• Mediation practices
• Introduction to character strengths 

and mindfulness
• Strengths, motivation & wellbeing
• Our individual & collective 
• Strengths under and over played
• Character strengths & leading others 

- working with others’ strengths

Session 3:
• Meta-cognition – coming out of 

auto-pilot; freeing ourselves from 
habitual and reactive emotional and 
thought processes
• How our thoughts drive our 

emotions and mindsets
• Thinking traps and the 

confirmation bias
• Mediation practices

Session 4:
• Mindful relationships  & building high quality connections
• Empathy & compassion
• Active constructive responding to good news
• Mindful listening
• Trust & psychological safety
• Just like me meditation

Session 5:
• Mindfulness and decision making
• Elements of decision making
• Helping others make mindful 

decisions
• Mindful meetings
• Practical wisdom  and compassion 

in decision making 
• Advocacy & inquiry
• Mediation and mindful listening 

practices

Session 6:
• Review, recap and looking forward
• Implications for the wider 

organisation


