
 
 

The Benefits of Being Happy 

 

Helen Kelly  

 Barbara Fredrickson promotes the 
business benefit of being happy. 
The Distinguished Professor of 
Psychology and Principal 
Investigator of the Positive 
Emotions and Psychophysiology Lab 
at the University of North Carolina 
in the United States says that 
positive emotions broaden the 
scope of attention and undo the 
lingering effects of negative 
feelings.  

Happy people disagree more effectively and their disagreements 
are more likely to produce innovation. It seems that finding 
happiness may mean overcoming discrepancies between modern 
and ancestral environments and fighting against the insistent 
undertow of competitive mechanisms. However, scientists are 
developing ways to measure, and identify the neural substrates 
of, and invoke, happy states. 

The effort to design places that promote happiness—instead of 
focusing chiefly on treatment plans for pathology—is the 
emergent field of Positive Psychology. The idea is a bit like 
prevention is the better part of cure. In other words when people 
are happy, managers spend less time mending egos and fences, 
and employees are more likely to communicate openly, find 
common purpose across difference, and compromise. The result: 
eliminate lots of downtime, leaving more time to develop 
hardworking teams of cooperative, productive people. 

This is all very interesting and it makes sense, you may be saying; 
but how do I put these ideas to work? 
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Appreciative Inquiry, one of a few practical approaches to building 
and sustaining happiness at work, has a following in both the US 
and Europe. Though there are differences in the details among 
the programs, the basic idea is to build on an organisation’s 
strengths and bypass altogether finding problems to fix. Here’s 
how it works in many Appreciative Inquiry interventions. 

A small group drawn from all levels of the enterprise decide on 
the organisation’s strong suits—such as marketing, managing 
teams, customer service, problem solving, creativity, strategic 
planning, effective implementation, knowledge management, 
employee loyalty, astute hiring, effective training, retention, 
intuition, foresight, insight, and entrepreneurship. The group’s 
purview includes—and in some cases is necessarily limited to—
strengths from times gone by. This starter team draws up a list of 
ten strengths and then everyone joins in. 

The first universal exercises are for storytelling. Initially people 
exchange stories about happy times and success, and reflect on 
what made the experiences positive—or ultimately uplifting. Later 
people tell stories of what it was like at work—the present place 
or others— when optimistic people achieved goals and felt 
hopeful. Once again, the storyteller reflects on why. Next, teams 
create plans to build on the strengths that people generally agree 
will fund the way forward; and finally, the various plans roll up 
into one. 

Along the way, you aren’t permitted to bring up problems past or 
present, and those who do are gently yet resolutely censured. 
Does everyone involved start thinking positively? From what this 
author has seen of the training and case studies, no one is more 
surprised than the early sceptics about how moving, often funny, 
how grounded, and ultimately uplifting the process is. 

Frankly, there’s scant research on whether the feelings last or the 
process affects the bottom-line, and Appreciative Inquiry 
practitioners, who are specially trained, advise against trying it 
yourself. On the more direct, more immediately-practical side, 
there are some simple frameworks that have helped many 
managers around the world make things at work more fulfilling 
and happier for many including themselves. These frameworks 
comprise basic needs, defined differently in every culture yet 
name wished-for states of being that seem to reflect a shared 
human, and perhaps to some degree animal, world-experience. 



Two that I’ll write about here are put forth by William Glasser, a 
US physician, and M. Atilla Öner, Professor of Business 
Administration at Yeditepe University, Istanbul and prominent 
management consulting firm director. Both state their 
frameworks in simple terms that nevertheless have profound 
implications for human happiness. 

Glasser’s words are familiar; the definitions are a substantial 
departure. 

The Need for Power: A person feels most powerful when he or she 
is working at the edge of capability with prospects of continuing 
to learn and grow. When this need is unmet, a person may 
attempt to have power and control over others. 

The Need for Belonging: This is the need to cooperate with 
others—be known, accepted, welcomed and valued by others—
and to give and receive expressions of caring and love physically 
and emotionally. When this need is unmet, the person may feel 
defensive, envious, and angry. 

The Need for Freedom: In this context, freedom is the opportunity 
to create options and to choose from among them. When this 
need is unmet, the person may feel frustrated and trapped. 

The Need for Fun: This is the need to, well, have fun. When this 
need is unmet, the person may become stressed, tense, and 
anxious. 

Professor M. Atilla Öner proposes five basic needs. 

Tekhne (the itch to do): This is the wish to have practical 
knowledge and skills for doing things that we want to do. 

Scientia (the itch to know): This is the wish to know the reality of 
the world; to have knowledge for the sake of having knowledge. 

Praksis (the itch to be): This is the wish for personal 
transformation—and also the wish to retain our identity through 
changing times. 

Gnosis (the itch to see): This is the ability to understand with our 
hearts and our heads; the wish to bring insight into thinking with 
head and intuition into feeling with the heart. 



Relatio (the itch to relate): The wish to relate and communicate 
authentically in order to find love; true conversation is one route 
to learning about and relating to the diversity in the world. 

By working on hiring and job design, and paying close attention to 
employee development, managers can provide the environment 
in which employees are more likely to meet at least basic needs 
for learning, growing, cooperating, exercising intuition and insight, 
and being known. This will reduce incidences of absenteeism, 
turnover, and intrusive organisational politics. The harmony will 
leave people relaxed enough to enjoy getting to know one 
another and, when the time is right, to have fun. 
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