
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Identifying Your Own Happiness at Work is Easier Then You Think! 
Author: Dr. Dianne Weinstein 
 
Introduction 
Research conducted by Jessica Pryce-Jones (2010), author of Happiness at Work, suggests that 
"happiness at work is closely correlated with greater performance and productivity as well as 
greater energy, better reviews, faster promotion, higher income, better health and increased 
happiness with life.” So doesn’t it make sense that people pay more attention to their own 
happiness at work?! Absolutely! Why wait to see if happiness comes knocking on your door. 
This article addresses (1) what is happiness? (2) the importance of values at work relative to 
happiness, (3) organizational interest in happiness, and (4) employee engagement at work. 
 
What is Happiness? 
Let’s start with a definition of “happiness.” The authors of the World Happiness Database (n.d.) 
define general happiness, as "the degree to which an individual judges the overall quality of his 
life-as-a-whole favorably." Two 'components' of happiness are distinguished within this 
definition: (1) hedonic level of affect (the degree to which pleasant affect dominates), and (2) 
contentment (perceived realization of wants).  
 
These components represent 'affective' and 'cognitive' appraisals of life and are seen to figure 
as subtotals in the overall evaluation of life, called "overall happiness." Relative to work 
settings, -- Warr (2007) suggests that there are also two aspects of happiness: (1) well-being, 
and (2) self-validation.  
 
The Importance of Values at Work Relative to Happiness 
Well-being is portrayed from a hedonic view (i.e., concerned with pleasurable feelings such as 
job satisfaction, positive experiences at work, satisfaction with coworkers and supervisors, etc. 
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This portrayal of well-being aligns with Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith's, well-known view 
of subjective well-being (1999). 
 
Alternatively, happiness from the self-validation perspective manifests itself via eudemonic 
happiness. This description includes topics such as authentic happiness, personal 
expressiveness and flow, for example, to produce lasting, deep and true feelings of intrinsic 
meaning and self-improvement (Yan, & Turban, 2009). 
 
With this information in mind, consider: Is "happiness" something that you value? A value 
refers to the worth, importance, or usefulness of something to somebody. Values are anything 
we hold in high esteem, and they can be people, things, or even ideas. Interestingly, people 
seem to be happier when they can contribute to what they think is important, (i.e., what they 
value), right? 
 
Why Personal Values Matter:  
Our personal values are our convictions regarding what we believe are important and 
desirable.  Each of us has a "complex of values."  A values complex is the set of values that we 
hold and the conflict, compatibility, and hierarchical relationships among 
them (Schwartz, 1992). Personal values come in two varieties; terminal and instrumental 
(Rokeach, 1973). Terminal values are the desired end-states that a person strongly wants to 
achieve such as "a comfortable life," "freedom," or "salvation."  Each individual has a different 
set of terminal values in his or her values complex.  Instrumental values are convictions about a 
person's desired characteristics or ways of behaving such as "ambitious," "forgiving," or being 
"polite." We possess instrumental values because we believe that each one of these values 
helps us achieve our terminal values.  For instance, "ambition" may be an instrumental value 
that helps one progress toward the terminal value of "a comfortable life." 
 
Why Values Matter at Work:          
There are many reasons that values matter on-the-job. As an example, attention to our values 
helps us (a) become more self-aware, (b) make ethical decisions, and (c) prioritize our tasks, to 
name a few reasons. Understanding one's own core values is integral to becoming self-aware 
(Whetten, & Cameron, 2002). Self-awareness, in turn, helps us understand how people 
perceive us and allows us to identify the personal qualities that we would like to 
change.  Values influence our choices, but our choices also influence our values over time.  
 
If we neglect to examine the congruence of our actions with our values, our actions may be 
guided by immediate concerns and instant gratification rather than our values.  Change in 
values is a slow process, but it often begins with changes in behavior (Kelman, 1958).  Over 
time, we come to take for granted the choices that we repeatedly make even if they are initially 
incongruent with our values, and our values begin to drift as well.  Clarification and re-
clarification of our values can halt that drift. 
 
A second reason why values are important at work is that people who internalize and act on 
standards of justice and human rights achieve a high level of moral development, and they 



 

 

make ethical decisions (Kohlberg, 1976). Third, values are important because an understanding 
of one's values is useful for time management.  Most of us have the opportunity -- not to 
mention the encouragement -- to do more things than we'll ever have time to do at work. 
Consequently, we need to wisely select the tasks that we'll work on.  A clear picture of values 
allows us to rank the tasks on our "to do" lists according to how closely each task is associated 
with what's really important to us.  
 
Organizations Value Happiness at Work  
Let us now consider the importance of happiness from the standpoint of organizational 
management. Why would/could/should it make sense for organizations to be interested in 
employee happiness? 
 
To begin with, it is no secret that all organizations are experiencing a business environment 
characterized by rapid change. No organization in the twenty-first century would boast about 
its constancy, sameness, or status quo compared to ten years ago. Stability is interpreted more 
often as stagnation than steadiness, and organizations that are not in the business of change 
and transition are generally viewed as recalcitrant. The frightening uncertainty that traditionally 
accompanies major organizational change has been superseded by the frightening uncertainty 
now associated with staying the same (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). 
 
As a result, managers and employees must continuously find solutions to diverse business 
challenges and problems if their organizations are to thrive or even survive! Thus, the business 
landscape, as we know it, is changing! In uncertain and rapidly changing environments, 
organizations are challenged to accomplish two often conflicting objectives: Performing well 
against a current set of environmental demands and changing themselves to face future 
business environments (Lawler & Worley, 2006). As a result of continuous changes at work, 
“happiness” at work is now viewed as a way to help employees align more with their 
organizations. 
 
Happiness and Employee Engagement 
Employee engagement is a term used to describe the extent to which employees are involved 
with, committed to, and passionate about their work (Macey & Schneider, 2008). As employee 
engagement markers, Towers Perrin, Watson, a leading global professional services firm, uses a 
set of nine key "indicative responses" as markers for employee engagement. The following 
items examine both “emotional” and “rational” aspects of an employee’s relationship with 
his/her organization. The first five items, the “emotional” aspects, relate to people’s personal 
satisfaction and the sense of inspiration they get from their work and being part of an 
organization: 

• I really care about the future of my organization 
• I am proud to tell others I work for my organization 
• My job provides me with a sense of personal accomplishment 
• I would recommend my organization to a friend as a good place to work 
• My organization inspires me to do my best work 



 

 

 
The remaining four “rational” markers relate to the relationship between the individual and the 
organization: 

• I understand how my unit/department contributes to the success of my organization 
• I understand how my role is related to my organization’s overall goals, objectives and 

direction 
• I am willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond what is normally expected to help my 

organization succeed 
• I am personally motivated to help my organization be successful 

 
Evaluate your responses to the above items. High scores on all nine items indicate a state of 
true “high engagement.” Which items do you score high and low on...and why? Do these 
responses impact your potential happiness at work? Why or why not? 
 
Conclusion 
The above information on (1) what happiness is, (2) the importance of values to employees and 
the organization, (3) organizational interest in happiness, and (4) employee engagement are 
important doors to be explored as you seek happiness at work. The challenge, for you, the 
employee, is to align your individual, work, and organizational values for greater happiness.  
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