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“Annie McKee’s new book reminds us how basic human things we can do
with others—like smile, laugh, cry, and innovate—are all a part of positive,
purposive relationships. This book should be required reading in health care
systems everywhere, which would preclude a lot of mental health and
immune disorders while increasing innovation and engagement!”
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Western

Reserve University; coauthor, Primal Leadership

“McKee addresses one of the most important—really existential—ques-

tions of our time: how to be happy at work. She provides readers with
evidence-based insights, practices, and tools for helping them develop a
mindset and behaviors that will bring their work life into line with their
values and infuse it with meaning and purpose. A must-read for every

professional who wants to reach their full potential and flourish at work.”

—NICK VAN DAM, Global Chief Learning Officer and client advisor,

McKinsey & Company; visiting professor, University of Pennsylvania and
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the new world of work.”
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“When many of us could be working into our eighties, isn’t it crucial to be
happy at work? In this timely and fascinating book, Annie McKee

draws on a lifetime of experience, insight, and wisdom to show the

myths and traps that hold us back and what each of us can and must do now
to find happiness at work. A crucial book for an era of longevity.”

—LYNDA GRATTON, Professor of Management Practice, London
Business

School



“An essential read. This book is no abstract treatise, but rather offers tools
and techniques for making work more meaningful and more fulfilling. It
shows much more than it tells, inspires more than it lectures, and leaves you
with a personal agenda for action. Whether you’re the

CEO of a big corporation or working in a small organization, there is much
to be gained from reading this book.”

—NIGEL PAINE, leadership, learning, and technology coach; author, The
Learning Challenge

“Most of us work to live, and we prefer a happy and meaningful work-

place. This research-based book integrates positive psychology and

neuroscience with engaging storytelling to give us a deeper understanding
of how we can own our personal happiness. A must-read for those

wanting to refresh or create a path to happiness in work and life.”

—MARTHA SOEHREN, Chief Talent Development Officer, Comcast
Cable

“Most of us spend the majority of our lives at work. Imagine if we

were all happy with how we spent that time on the job. Annie McKee’s

insightful book shows us that we hold the keys to our own happiness—

and why happiness is a business driver we should all care about.”

—TONY BINGHAM, President and CEO, ATD (Association for Talent

Development)
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INTRODUCTION

Life Is Too Short to

Be Unhappy at Work

Happiness Is a Choice

Life really is too short to be unhappy at work.

Yet far too many of us aren’t even close to being content—

much less delighted—with our work or our workplaces. Instead,



we are stressed and exhausted. We can’t remember what we used

to love about our jobs. Colleagues we trust and respect are few

and far between, and half the time it doesn’t even feel safe to

be ourselves. All of this is spilling over into our personal lives.

We’re having a hard time sleeping or have given up on exercise.

Relationships are suffering, too. We feel trapped and struggle to

see how things will get better.

No one wants to live like this. Still, a lot of us give up and

settle for less-than-fulfilling jobs. We tell ourselves that we’re not supposed
to be happy at work; that’s for other parts of life. We

try to cope by avoiding that bad manager or getting that stub-

born, annoying person off the team. We shut down, give less,
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and fantasize about telling someone off. Sometimes we run away

from the job, the company, even our careers. But running away

isn’t going to make things better. To be happy, I’ve discovered,

you’ve got to run toward something: meaningful work; a hopeful, inspiring
vision of your future; and good relationships with the

people you work with every day.



Happiness at Work: Purpose,

Hope, and Friendships

My discoveries about the importance of happiness at work—and

what we can do to build and sustain it—come from a lifetime of

advising leaders and studying the cultures of major businesses and

nongovernmental organizations all over the world. I’ve always

been fascinated to find that rare and special company where peo-

ple are happy at work. In these companies, people are profoundly

engaged, motivated, and committed. In these companies, indi-

viduals and the enterprise thrive.

When I joined forces with leaders to help make these com-

panies even better—to create powerful, resonant organizations

where people can be and do their very best—we often made head-

way. Over the years, though, I’ve been puzzled and dismayed at

the sheer number of people who are deeply unhappy at work and

how hard it is to reach them. I myself have had periods when I

was truly happy and thriving at work and times when I was mis-

erable. What, I wondered, makes the difference? What leads to

long-lasting fulfillment at work? What leads to happiness? And

can we even expect to be happy at work? Does it really matter?



To answer these questions, I reviewed my work on emotional

intelligence and resonant leadership and revisited the dozens of

studies I’ve done in companies worldwide. What I found is both

Introduction.indd Page 2

21/06/17 8:24 PM

Introduction 3

simple and profound: happiness matters at work as much as it

does in our personal lives. And when we are happy, we are more

successful.

This flies in the face of the myth that we don’t have to be happy

at work and we shouldn’t even expect to be. Luckily, though, we

live in a time when organizations and academia are taking happi-

ness seriously. Leaders in major oil companies, provincial govern-

ments, technology startups, and media corporations have often

told me that happy employees are more creative and committed.

My studies of organizational culture and leadership practices in

South Africa, Cambodia, Italy, France, Germany, and the United

States show the same thing: when we feel deep, abiding enjoy-

ment in what we do, we learn more, see more, and do more.

I was encouraged to dig even more deeply into my work and



the wisdom shared by the many people I have had the privilege

to work with over the years. I wanted to know what it takes to be

happy at work. My conclusion: to be truly happy at work, we need

purpose, hope, and friendships.1

Happiness Begins with Purpose

and Meaningful Work

We are wired to seek meaning in everything we do. It’s what

makes us human. In some cases, it’s what keeps us alive.

In his classic book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Austrian psychi-atrist and
holocaust survivor Victor Frankl shows that even in the

worst of circumstances, purpose, hope, and connection are what

keep us going. True, his story of finding good in evil and pursu-

ing a noble purpose in spite of the horrors of life in concentra-

tion camps is nothing short of heroic. Yet, as Frankl so eloquently

shows us, we strive to find meaning in our day-to-day lives no

matter where we are or what conditions we’re subjected to.2
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As you have probably discovered, you can easily lose sight of

what you value and ignore the aspects of yourself that matter



most to you, especially when you’re struggling with dysfunctional

organizations, bad bosses, and stress. You’re then likely to put

meaning and purpose on the back burner or wait for someone else

to give you a compelling reason to love your job. Couple all this

with the outdated but pervasive notions that personal values don’t

belong in the workplace, and you have a recipe for disengagement

and unhappiness.

You need conviction to insist on living your purpose at work.

As you will see in this book, the effort is worthwhile. Having a

sound, clear, and compelling purpose helps you be stronger, more

resilient, and able to tap into your knowledge and talents. As you

discover which parts of your job are truly fulfilling—and which

are soul destroying—you will be in a better position to make good

choices about how you spend your time and what you pursue in

your career.

Hope’s Contribution to Happiness

Like meaning, hope is an essential part of our human experi-

ence. This is as true at work as in any corner of our lives. Hope,

optimism, and a vision of a future that is better than today help

us rise above trials and deal with setbacks. Hope fuels energy,



creativity, and resilience. Hope makes it possible to navigate com-

plexity, deal with pressure, prioritize, and make sense of our crazy

organizations and work lives. And hope inspires us to reach our

potential—something virtually everyone wants for themselves.

Unfortunately, we often assume that our organization’s vision

is enough to keep us hopeful and focused on the future. I’ve

rarely seen this to be the case. An organization’s vision, however

inspiring, is for the organization—not you. Even the most noble
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organizational vision seldom speaks to our most cherished, per-

sonal hopes and dreams.

To be truly happy at work, we need to see how our workplace

responsibilities and opportunities fit with a personal vision of our future.
This kind of vision is vitally tied to hope and optimism,

which we can, with focus and hard work, cultivate even in difficult

jobs and toxic workplaces. When we see our jobs through a positive

lens, and when a personal vision is front and center in our minds,

we are more likely to learn from challenges and even failures, rather than be
destroyed by them. With hope, optimism, and a personal



vision, we can actively choose a path toward happiness—a path

away from disengagement, cynicism and despair.

Friendships and Happiness at Work

Resonant relationships are at the heart of collective success in our

companies. That’s because strong, trusting, authentic relation-

ships form the basis for great collaboration and collective success.

But, I’ve found, we need more than trust and authenticity to get

us through good times and bad. We need to feel that people care

about us and we want to care for them in return. This, too, is part

of our human makeup. We also want to feel as if we are accepted

for who we are, and that we work in a group, team, or organization

that makes us feel proud and inspires us to give our best effort.

Adding it all up, the kind of relationships we want and need

look a lot like friendships. Yet, one of the most pernicious myths

in today’s organizations is that you don’t have to be friends with

your coworkers. Common sense and my decades of work with

people and companies show the exact opposite. Love and a sense

of belonging at work are as necessary as the air we breathe.

Purpose, hope, and friendships don’t just appear magically.

You need to work for them. You need to engage in mindful
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self-reflection and be truthful about what you discover. Then you

need to act. This is where your emotional intelligence comes in.

Emotional Intelligence and Happiness:

A Virtuous Circle

We’ve known for years that emotional intelligence (EI) is key to

being effective at work. The more EI you have, the better you are

at your job—no matter what kind of role you have or how senior

you are.3 What’s clear to me now is that EI also affects your abil-

ity to find and sustain happiness.

EI enables conscious reflection and action—that magic

combination that keeps you from running from one unhappy

situation to the next. In practical terms, EI is a set of com-

petencies that enables you to understand your own and oth-

ers’ feelings, and then use this knowledge to act in ways that

support your own and others’ effectiveness. Moreover, EI will

help you tune in to purpose and hope to establish friendly,

resonant relationships at work. Here’s how EI links to happi-



ness at work:

• Self-awareness. Understanding your own feelings and

moods is the first step in recognizing what truly fulfills

you, what you find meaningful and exciting at work. Self-

awareness also extends to articulating why you feel angry,

sad, stressed, motivated, or inspired—more clues about

what supports engagement with your work. Cultivating

the ability to tune in to your emotions helps you home in

on what is most important to you: your values, guiding

principles, and overarching life purpose. This is where

happiness begins.
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• Self-management and emotional self-control. Emotionally

intelligent people are adept at managing their own feelings,

both positive and negative. Managing your emotions is

an essential skill that helps you weather the storms that

are ever present in our high-pressure workplaces. Self-

management enables you to cultivate a positive outlook—



to choose to be optimistic even when things are tough.

This is the foundation of hope and a personally compelling

vision of the future, another foundational component of

happiness at work.

• Empathy. Empathy is essential for building sound

relationships at work and for creating friendships that

make you happy. When this skill is activated, you

understand others’ thoughts and feelings—why they are

upset or engaged and passionate about their work. You

understand that the relationships between people and

on teams are complex, and you don’t settle for simplistic

explanations for why people behave the way they do. This

knowledge equips you to make better decisions about

how to engage with people—how to inspire, motivate,

and support others to be successful. Empathy also enables

you to create strong bonds and esprit de corps. Taking it

one step further, empathy allows you to create a resonant

microculture in your team—a microculture that is built on

mutual respect for one another’s dreams and differences,

a sense of belonging, commitment to making one another



successful, and fun.

Here’s a secret about EI: it’s a virtuous circle. The more you

use it, the better you get. In this book, you will have many

opportunities to practice and develop your EI as you deepen

your self-awareness around purpose and meaning, engage a more
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positive outlook and build an inspiring vision for your future, and

seek to build friendly relationships with coworkers.

Your Road Map to Happiness at Work

How to Be Happy at Work gives you the information and tools you need to
break the unhappiness cycle and to find meaning, hope,

and friendships in your daily work. Throughout this book, I will

lay out a road map to achieve personal happiness while creating a

resonant environment in which others can be happy and effective,

too. Along the way, I will present reflective exercises and practical advice
for getting back in touch with what’s most important to

you and improving your work relationships.

In chapter 1, I will define happiness at work and explain the

business case, too. Then, in chapter 2, I will talk about common



happiness traps—mindsets that keep us stuck and unfulfilled.

I will also show how you can use EI to break free from these traps

and avoid them in the future.

In the next three chapters, I will explain the essential ele-

ments of happiness at work: purpose, hope, and friendships. In

chapter 3, I will talk about the power of purpose and how you

can find ways to live your values and have positive impact at

work no matter what job you have. Through stories and my

own experience, I will share practical ways to get in touch with

what’s important to you and integrate it into your day-to-day

activities. You will see that you can live your purpose at work, and when
you do, you will be happier and more effective—and

so will the people around you.

In chapter 4, I will focus on how to build and sustain hope, even

when the odds are against you. I will talk about the importance of
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leaning in to your natural optimism, and how to make sure that

your personal vision of the future is your guiding light.

In chapter 5, I will debunk the myth that we should not be



friends with people at work. Then, I will discuss what we really

do need in our relationships and teams at work: caring, respect,

and feeling that we belong.

In chapter 6, I will talk about how to reclaim purpose, hope,

and good relationships when you face stress or serious setbacks

at work or at home. I’ll also explain how to notice life’s wake-up

calls—those faint whispers that tell you something’s not right at

work—so you can make course corrections before that wake-up

call becomes a jarring alarm. Finally, in chapter 7, I will talk

about how you can make others happier at work by creating a

resonant microculture in your team, whether you lead it or not.

I will explain when and how to create an environment that sup-

ports happiness for you and everyone you touch at work.

Throughout the book, I will share stories from managers, exec-

utives, and others about the things they do at work that enable

them—and those around them—to be happier and more suc-

cessful. Naturally, there’s a lot of research behind the ideas in

this book—my own and others’. But this book is not meant to

be hidden in an ivy tower. Instead, my goal is to present a practi-

cal, evidence-based framework that helps you use your EI to find



meaning, hope, and friendships at work.

Happiness at work is a choice. When you decide to look within

yourself to connect with what’s most important to you, what

makes you feel hopeful about the future, and what you long for

in your relationships, you are taking that first, all-important step

toward a work life that is deeply satisfying, challenging, and fun.

With conviction and practice, you can be happy and successful—

and love your work.
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Chapter 1

Why happiness

Matters at Work

If You Sacrifice Happiness,

You Sacrifice Success

“I’m working harder than ever before . . . and I don’t know if it’s

worth it anymore.”

Hearing these words from my friend “Ari” worried me a lot.



As senior vice president of sales at a well-respected company, he

has signed up time and again for the challenge, and he’s delivered

quarter after quarter. I’ve always known him to be an excellent

leader: smart, emotionally intelligent, and wise—just the kind of

person we want at the top of a company.1

Ari’s division is doing well. No big crises are on the horizon,

other than the now-routine demand to squeeze more profit out of

the business. So why is Ari so unhappy that he’s thinking of quit-

ting his job? What’s causing him to question his entire career and

even his worth as a human being? The constant pressure, stress,
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and never-ending change initiatives are part of it, he told me. He’s

most definitely sick of the politics on the senior team. And the rat

race, he said, has finally gotten to him. Once again, he’s going to

have to lay off more people, and for what reason? To deliver yet

another quarter?

Ari just doesn’t see the point anymore, and the ends no longer

justify the means. He is demoralized, disillusioned, and burned-



out. He feels isolated and alone and has lost sight of what he used

to find exciting and meaningful at work. He’s given up hope that

things will get better. He shows up every day and tries to play the

game, but it’s getting harder and harder to keep up the charade.

In his more honest moments, he admits he’s not as good a leader

anymore. He’s pretty sure others would agree.

Ari’s not alone. Many people are sick to death of their jobs.

They are resentful and cynical, and they aren’t doing themselves—

or others—much good. When we live this way for years, we

can—and often do—lose interest in the things that we used to

like. We avoid people and we have little creativity or energy.

This situation is unacceptable. Most of us work more than

eight hours a day. That means that if we are unhappy at work, we

are miserable for more than a third of our lives. Time away from

our jobs (if there is such a thing) is affected, too, because we don’t leave
our feelings at the office and unhappiness seeps into the rest

of life. Our families and friends suffer when we are disengaged,

dissatisfied, and unfulfilled. Worse, slow-burning stress, anger,

and other negative emotions can literally kill us.

Destructive emotions like fear and constant frustration inter-

fere with reasoning, adaptability, and resilience. We just can’t



focus when we’re gripped by negativity or when we’re obsessing

about how to protect ourselves (or get back at our boss). We can’t

possibly be effective at work—or anywhere else—when we feel

this way. Neither can our organizations.2
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And the other side of the coin? Companies with happy and

engaged employees outperform their competition by 20 percent.3

A growing number of studies in fields like positive psychology

and neuroscience show that happiness is conducive to personal

effectiveness and success, too.4 Candice Reimers, a senior man-

ager at a high-tech firm, brought this to light in a conversation we

had about how to be happy at work over the long term, even when

challenges are many and tensions run high.5

Like Ari, Candice works hard and gives a lot of herself to her

company and her colleagues. She faces intense pressure, just as

Ari does. But Candice isn’t questioning the value of her work

or her commitment to her job; it’s just the opposite. As she put

it, “I find meaning and purpose in my work. Work fulfills me



because it exposes me to new challenges that my personal life

doesn’t always provide. My work gives me access to amazing, bril-

liant people who challenge me to think in different ways.” She

talked about her work being a way to realize her personal vision

while contributing to her company’s mission as well. It was clear

to me that her job is in line with her passions: what she does at her company
is an expression of her values and a way for her to have

positive impact on the world.

I wanted to know how Candice was able to manage the stress

and retain her positive, inspiring attitude while so many peo-

ple, like Ari, become disillusioned. When I asked her to help me

understand, she told me about a project that could have caused

stress and anxiety, but instead was a source of joy.

A few years back, Candice was leading a crucial, visible project

that could put her company at the forefront of a new market—if

they got it right and made it to market quickly. She found the

ambiguity of this new market thrilling and motivating. It was also

scary, especially when it became clear that the company’s leaders

were counting on her team to build new products for internal
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customers and then quickly—very quickly—launch something

externally.

True innovation is always daunting; it was doubly so in this

case because of the visibility and pressure. Candice was nervous,

naturally, and she knew that any normal person in her position or

on her team would have doubts and concerns. Some might even

feel that failure could cost them their jobs. But, knowing that fear

is not a driver of innovation and stress kills creativity, Candice

recognized that her first challenge was to resist the urge to give in to her
own worries or team members’ doubts. Instead, she concentrated on the
exhilaration of the challenge and the thrill that

comes from experimenting and solving big problems. She articu-

lated what she saw as the noble purpose of the project: the team

wasn’t just positioning the company in a new business, it was con-

tributing to a movement that could have positive impact on peo-

ple around the world. This shared vision enabled team members

to feel hopeful and proud of their role as innovators, and they

focused on the upside rather than the perils.

Candice made a potentially frightening process rewarding for

her team by tapping into the power of purpose. She energized and



motivated team members, while painting an exciting and hopeful

view of the future. She fostered a “we’re in this together” mindset

that made people feel they belonged to an important group, one

with a resonant microculture marked by excitement, enthusiasm,

safety, and trust—the kind of environment where people can take

big risks and have fun without the fear of losing their jobs. In this kind of
team, people celebrate creativity and enjoy even routine

daily activities. They want to help one another succeed.

Team members worked hard and they worked well together.

The project benefited from the positive energy that traveled from

one person to the next and the friendships that grew as people

learned together. As Candice put it, “It was new, uncharted
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territory and I felt like we were all explorers just trying to fig-

ure this out together. We were sharing articles, doing research,

bringing new knowledge back, making some mistakes, and fixing

those mistakes. And, we shared our mistakes with other teams

who were using the tools we were creating. We learned. And, we

launched on time and successfully.”



Candice and Ari: Finding the

Path to Happiness at Work

Most of us are not nearly as miserable as Ari, and perhaps not

as consistently inspired and motivated as Candice. Ari still has

moments when he finds joy in what he does and remembers

the high points in his career. But by looking at how they each

approach their jobs, we can begin to see how to improve our own

happiness at work.

Candice and Ari are both highly intelligent, ethical people who

want the best for the people they care about at work and at home.

They’ve both been successful in a variety of work situations (Ari

was a management consultant; Candice has worked in a variety of

industries in the United States and abroad). Both care about their

work and their organizations.

But Candice had what Ari had lost: clarity about the value

of her work, an inspiring vision of the future, and resonant rela-

tionships. Candice’s approach to the innovation project defines

what it means to stay on the right side of the happiness line.6 She

actively chose to see the upside, not the threats. She focused on

an inspiring, meaningful purpose and encouraged people to work



well together and have fun. This is how she works in general.

Naturally, she has her bad days, weeks, even months. We all do.

But she manages to stay engaged and happy most of the time.
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With dedicated effort, Ari found his way, and he did not quit

his job. The first step was accepting that he deserved to be happy

at work (for some of us, this is a big step). Then, he focused on

recapturing what was most important to him in life and learning

how to bring it back to work. Over time, he rediscovered what he

loved about his job—what made it feel meaningful and import-

ant. He rebuilt bridges and reconnected with people he used

to like and trust at work. He also began to see what he wanted

next. He surprised himself with this discovery: what he wanted,

it turned out, wasn’t that CEO job. He wanted to lead the new

division that just might keep the company at the forefront of the

industry as technology redefined the business. Ultimately, he

rediscovered what it means to be happy at work.

Defining Happiness at Work



I define happiness at work as a deep and abiding enjoyment of daily
activities fueled by passion for a meaningful purpose, a hopeful view of the
future, and true friendships. 7 I stand firmly in the belief that happiness is
possible for everyone. Moreover, happiness is a

human right.

Happiness is not simply about feeling good in the moment.

That is hedonism. True, happiness includes experiences and

feelings like joy and excitement, pleasure, and a sense of overall

well-being. But that’s not all. Happiness is also linked with atti-

tudes and behaviors like finding our calling, altruism, empathy,

contributing, and giving back.8

Depending on the era, the culture, and the times, happiness

has been linked with self-sacrifice, honesty, morality, loyalty, and

a host of other values and human experiences. Most of the world’s

major religions and philosophers attend to happiness, of course.9
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And, what it means to be happy and who deserves it permeates

politics, mainstream media, and the business press, too.10

We have thousands of years of wisdom around happiness that



is now being applied to what we do at work and how our com-

panies and institutions function.11 For my part, I have conducted

field research and interviewed everyone from the janitor to the

CEO in organizations all over the world. Through these con-

versations, I have learned the obvious truth: happiness is vitally

important in the workplace. When our work has meaning, when

we see an enticing vision of the future, and when we have strong,

warm relationships, we are emotionally, intellectually, and physi-

cally equipped to do our best.

Emotions, Happiness, and

Resonance at Work

Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and I have been in the

trenches for years, studying how our feelings, moods, and actions

have impact on our experience and success at work. What we’ve

found is that positive emotions—like those we experience when

we are happy—support individual and collective success.12 Our

research goes hand in hand with rapid advances in positive psy-

chology and neuroscience. In both arenas, there’s a growing body

of scientific evidence that shows how profoundly emotions influ-

ence our thoughts, behaviors, and outcomes.13



Most of us intuitively know that feelings and inner experi-

ences like eagerness, enjoyment, optimism, belonging, and confi-

dence fuel our energy and creativity. Similarly, emotional upsets,

anger, fear, or cynicism make it hard to excel—or even be aver-

age.14 Think about your own experience at work. When you are

stressed to the max, afraid of your manager, or constantly upset
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with colleagues, what happens? Most of us shut down. Some of

us fight. We certainly don’t do our best. Over time, we slip into

a state where we can’t seem to find our way back to happiness,

and we’re not as effective as we once were. This is what Richard

Boyatzis and I call the “sacrifice syndrome.”15

On the other hand, when we are driven by a sense of purpose,

when we feel optimistic and enjoy being with our colleagues,

we’re better able to access our knowledge, experience, and emo-

tional intelligence. We are more open to new ideas and can more

easily tap into our intuition. We are able to process information

more quickly and more thoroughly, be creative, and get along



with people who are different from ourselves. Simply put, our

brains work better when we feel good.

activate Your emotional Intelligence

Emotions affect our bodies as well as what we think and

do. For this reason, we need to pay attention to our feelings

and moods. Sometimes, negative emotions like fear, frustra-

tion, and anger signal that something is really wrong. Most

times, though, we overemphasize these kinds of feelings in

our minds. It helps to examine them and to make a concerted

effort to tap into and emphasize the positive emotions that

support well-being and effectiveness:

1. It’s Sunday afternoon. You’re thinking about your

upcoming week at work. What’s getting your attention?

What do you look forward to? What would you rather

avoid? Is anything causing you to feel anxious?

2. Focus on something that worries or bothers you about

your upcoming week, and also on something you are eager
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to do, something that makes you feel excited and happy.

Jot a few notes about the feelings that go along with each

anticipation. Try to also note why you feel as you do.

3. Now, ask yourself: Is it possible for me to focus more

on what I am looking forward to at work during the

upcoming week and less on what I am anxious about?

What’s stopping me? What might help me steer my

feelings toward positivity?

If you make a habit of examining your workweek like this,

you will see that when you are hopeful and plan to enjoy what

you’re doing, or when you’re appropriately challenged to

learn and grow, you will improve your ability to use your exist-

ing knowledge, adapt your perspective as situations change,

and use your emotional intelligence, too.

Emotions are contagious, too. Our feelings have an impact on

how others feel and the extent to which their brains work. Positive emotions
and a state of mind characterized by hope and compassion create a resonant
climate, an environment where everyone

can be fulfilled and effective, too.16

The Business Case: Happiness

before Success



A common myth tells us that once we achieve success, we’ll be

happy. If this were true, all successful people would be happy.

They are not. I know far too many people who, as they rise or
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even reach the pinnacle of their careers, are desperately unhappy.

In spite of the trappings of wealth and power, they find them-

selves questioning everything, just as Ari did at the beginning of

the chapter. In this state, they rarely maintain true success. At the least, they
suboptimize their potential.

The belief that we will be happy once we become successful

is backward. It all starts with happiness because happiness breeds
resonance and resonance breeds success.

Scholars agree, starting with the popular author and psychol-

ogist Shawn Achor, who says it in a straightforward, no-nonsense

manner: “Happiness comes before success.” This statement is

based on studies showing that when we are positive, we are 31

percent more productive and 40 percent more likely to receive a

promotion, we have 23 percent fewer health-related effects from

stress, and our creativity rates triple.17 As Achor puts it, “When



we find and create happiness in our work, we show increased

intelligence, creativity, and energy, improving nearly every single

business and educational outcome.”18 Stanford researcher Emma

Seppälä says it this way: “Happiness . . . has a profound posi-

tive effect on our professional and personal lives. It increases our

emotional and social intelligence, boosts our productivity, and

heightens our influence over peers and colleagues.”19

These studies support what we know about emotion: it dra-

matically affects our ability to think and act in the world of work.

When we are happy, we are better at what we do. In the end,

happy people perform better than their unhappy peers.20

So, if we sacrifice happiness, we sacrifice success. Yet in spite

of the wealth of research showing that happiness matters at work

and that it contributes significantly to our success, many people

still do not believe that we can or even should be happy at work—

or we get in our own way.
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Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice



Defining Happiness for Myself

People often describe happiness in similar ways. But, because

we’ve all had different life experiences, there are key differ-

ences in how we define happiness. It’s important to know

what you think it is. Then, you can more easily go after it!

1. What is my definition of happiness? Where did my

beliefs about happiness come from? What role do

family, religion or spirituality, philosophy of life, and

experience play in how I define happiness?

2. Does my definition of happiness limit where, when,

and with whom I can experience joy, fun, and real

fulfillment?

3. Is my way of viewing happiness serving me well? Why,

or why not?

4. If I were to redefine what it takes to make me happy at

work, what would my new definition be?

An Exercise in Self-Awareness and Choice

Reflecting deeply on our lives and our work is something we

often don’t find time to do in the midst of our day-to-day

activities. This exercise will help you to slow down and to



thoughtfully consider what supports you to be happy at work

and what gets in the way. As you think about your approach

to work, you will increase self-awareness, especially about

mindsets and conditions that make you happy.
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Think about a time when you really liked your work, when

you were truly engaged and loved what you were doing. Now,

tell the story of this experience. Start by jotting some notes

about the “who, what, where, when” of this situation.

Next, think about what you, the lead actor in the story,

were doing, thinking, and feeling during this time. Try to also

add a few notes on what was underneath your thoughts, feel-

ings, and actions: What was driving you? What was inspiring,

exciting, energizing? What was fun about this situation?

Now, tell another story—a story about a time in your life

when work was not fulfilling, when you were unhappy. Jot all

the same kinds of notes that you did for your first story.

Look at your stories carefully: What was different about the



two experiences? Start with outside yourself: Was there some-

thing different about your bosses, your working conditions, your

colleagues, how you were treated? Now, look inside: Beyond

the obvious positive and negative reactions to each situation,

what was different about you? What choices did you make in

each scenario that might have contributed to your happiness, or

lack of it? Try to focus not only on what you did, and how you

behaved, but on how you felt, too.

What can you learn from your choices about what to think,

do, and feel in situations that are good and situations that are

not?
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the happiness traps

Myths That Hold Us Back

I’ve always wondered why we don’t fight back—why we settle for

so little happiness at work. I’ve done this myself a couple of times

during my career. It was painful. I even got sick. I’ve heard bright, self-
aware people tell the same story, over and over again. Why do

so many of us accept less-than-optimal work experiences?



I’ve searched organizations all over the world for the answer.

I’ve plumbed my personal work experience in multiple careers and

I’ve asked executives in confidential coaching sessions. I’ve looked

at scholarly studies and my own research at dozens of companies.1

I’ve come to three conclusions.

First, we’ve bought into old myths about the meaning of work

and what we can expect from it (or not). Namely, we believe that

work isn’t supposed to be fun or fulfilling, and that we don’t have

to like the people we work with. Instead, we’re there to follow

orders and produce results. Our values, hopes, and dreams have a

very small place in this picture.
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Second, most of us have stumbled into happiness traps—

mindsets and habitual ways of approaching work and career that

keep us stuck on a hamster wheel and pursuing the wrong goals.

Third—and this is the good news—there’s something we

can do to break free from these old myths and dangerous traps:

develop and use our emotional intelligence.



In this chapter, I will talk about these myths and the five most

common happiness traps. Then, I will discuss what you can do

about them—how you can rely on and develop your emotional

intelligence so you can break free and begin to chart a path to a

work life that fits what you want.

Happiness: A Dirty Word at Work?

Only one-third of US employees are engaged at work. The rest are

either neutral or actively disengaged. They are bored, uninvolved,

or ready to sabotage plans, projects, and even other people. The

statistics are similar in other countries and regions, and across

virtually all sectors and industries. And these dismal figures have

remained largely constant over the years despite economic ups

and downs.2

This makes no sense to me. When we take a job, we usually

start out excited by the opportunity to do something meaningful

and impactful. We see a personal benefit to the job, we like the

company, and we are eager to work with good people to achieve

common goals. We expect to enjoy our jobs. In other words, we

expect to be engaged and we want to be happy.3 But that’s not

how it usually works out.



What happens to us? What’s driving us in the wrong direction?

I believe the problem starts with age-old beliefs about the nature

of work.
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Myth One: Work Has to Be Grueling

When our ancestors had to scratch a meager living from the land,

when each day was a struggle to survive, work was physically

demanding and exhausting. Not every moment brought misery,

of course. If you’ve put your hands in the dirt and watched plants

grow or if you’ve tended cows or goats or chickens, you know the

deep and abiding satisfaction that comes from working with the

land to feed your family. But it’s far from easy. Add inequitable

distribution of land, disease, and poor weather conditions and

you’ve got a recipe for illness, helplessness, and sorrow.

As societies industrialized, the notion that work should be

painful grew and spread as workers lost autonomy, the joy of

seeing the fruits of their labors, and even fresh air. Instead, they

found themselves in tedious, physically taxing jobs where they



were treated as recalcitrant children who, if given the chance,

would slack off. Managers fared slightly better, but they were also

cogs in the wheel of a machine that’s primary purpose was to

generate profit for owners and distant shareholders.

Work today can still be physically demanding and difficult due

to constant change, lean organizations, and blurred boundaries

between work and the rest of life. We can feel as if we are always

working—and sometimes not making enough progress. Over

time, this can wear us down.

But we can’t simply accept that work has to be hard and

painful. If we do, we condemn ourselves to a life of misery—or at

least frustration. No human being deserves this. More, if we and

our organizations are to be successful, we need to be in a state of

mind that helps us think and be effective. We need to be able to

use our intellect to innovate and our emotional intelligence to

deal with our increasingly diverse global companies. We cannot

do this if we experience our work as unpleasant, difficult, and
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unsatisfying. This leads to the next myth, one that has also grown

and spread over many decades.

Myth Two: How We Feel at

Work Doesn’t Matter

As the twentieth century dawned, the industrial age spawned

management consultants like Frederick W. Taylor, who became

famous for creating ways to get the most work out of people in

the shortest time.4 His advice was attractive to owners of the coal,

steel, and burgeoning automobile companies, who jumped at the

chance to maximize efficiency while gaining even more control

over workers they did not trust.

Taylor’s methods were seen even then as inherently flawed. His

measurements of worker output weren’t very scientific, nor were

they accurate. The programs were also dehumanizing: the goal

was to wring as much out of people as possible without killing

them. But, in the heyday of the movement to production line

manufacturing, the notion that employees could do more with

less was so attractive that it caught on everywhere—and well

beyond the boundaries of factories.

It wasn’t all bad: the pursuit of efficiency and profit was



also a driver of change and improvement. For instance, as sci-

ence showed that better physical space, lighting, and break time

improved productivity, working conditions began to improve.

Changes that addressed the psychological needs of employees,

however, were slower to emerge despite a growing body of evi-

dence from fields as varied as the military, psychology, and eco-

nomics. By the middle of the last century, there was a vast body of

knowledge showing that how we feel about our bosses, work, and

workplaces affects our contributions and outcomes. Common
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sense tells us the same thing: emotional and social needs don’t

disappear when we are at work. On the contrary, our feelings

and the quality of our relationships have an impact on our overall

well-being and success at work, too.

So, the myths that early management consultants like Taylor

perpetuated about what aspects of ourselves matter at work are

outdated, flawed, and harmful, too. The same goes for another

common myth that emerged during the last century—that work



is not meant to be a path to fulfillment.

Myth Three: We Can’t Ask

for More of Work

Fast-forward to the twenty-first century, and you’ll recognize more

than just the vestiges of Taylor’s approach, in an era that is vastly different
from that first industrial age. Many of the views that were held then (flawed
as they were) still hold sway. For example, there’s still the misguided notion
that the higher up in the organization

you are, the smarter you are. That simply isn’t true. Everyone needs

to be smart in today’s workplace. In addition, shifts in the mar-

ket and rapid advancements in technology mean we are constantly

having to change how we work. We often feel as if the minute we

master something, it’s time to do it differently.

Add to this the fact that industries like oil and gas, chemical

production, publishing, and health care (to name just a few) are

undergoing seismic shifts due to more transparency and regula-

tions. This means more changes, many of which we have little or

no control over.

This is hard enough, but when we aren’t trusted to figure

things out for ourselves, we become demoralized. And here’s what

really kills us at work: efficiency still trumps effectiveness. We are
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overworked and overburdened, all in the name of doing more,

faster, and with less. Practices that lead to short-term results and

shareholder value take precedence over those that lead to sustainable
success. In my experience, most employees don’t care about profit

and shareholder value. We don’t like being treated like machines.

We like to be trusted to make decisions and do a good job.

Granted, there have been major shifts toward treating people

as intelligent, responsible adults who want to, and can, make deci-

sions and do a good job on their own. This approach is catching

on slowly—more slowly than it should in my opinion, given the

reality of the demands we face in our organizations.

It’s Time to Debunk Old and

Harmful Myths about Work

Outdated myths and beliefs about the nature of work and what

we can expect of it are far too pervasive in spite of the obvious

reasons to approach work differently in our current era. True,

many of us know that it’s time to debunk the myths and to claim

the right to be happy and truly fulfilled at work. But when we ask

for more, well-meaning friends and family tell us to check our



unrealistic expectations and pull out old sayings like, “That’s why

they call it work.” Or, when we complain about not being trusted

to make decisions or being asked to do things that are counter to

our values, people say, “Stop making trouble. Be grateful that you

even have a job. Do what you’re told and you’ll be fine.”

In the end, far too many of us accept the notion that work is

not where we can be fully human, not where we can realize our

potential or our dreams. We pursue goals that don’t jive with our

values or our own hopes for the future. We accept being treated as

“doers,” not people. Over time, we give in and give up and bring
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as little as possible of ourselves to work. We direct some of our

intelligence to the task at hand but hold back our most creative

ideas and our discretionary effort. We rely on our experience to

do a decent job, but we resist learning and change.

Working like this is merely a way to make a living. No one

likes it. Ultimately, we lose interest and hide out, or we get mad

and actively disrupt or even harm our companies. Either way, we



can lose sight of the best of ourselves—our values, our desire to

have real impact, our hopes and dreams, and the desire to have

good relationships with bosses and coworkers. We even try to

shut down what makes us human.

But, organizations aren’t filled with mindless automatons that

live for the privilege of serving the god of profit; they never were.

And as the knowledge revolution takes the world by storm, more

and more of us think for a living, rather than make for a living, even in
manufacturing. We need our brains to work at their best,

and in order for that to happen we need physical, psychological,

and spiritual well-being.

We need to replace outdated beliefs with new ways of under-

standing what we can expect from work—and from each other. To

start with, we need to create workplaces that honor our humanity

and foster common decency, camaraderie, mutual respect, and

sustainable success. In order to make changes of this magnitude,

each of us needs to examine how we think about work—why we

do it, what we are striving for, and what drives us.

Remember, too, that while there is a kernel of truth in these

myths about work, there’s more wrong about them than right.

Sure, work can be hard—very hard sometimes. But it is also



where we learn and grow. It’s where we can achieve greatness and

provide deeply satisfying experiences for others. And, while we

need to manage our emotions at work, we simply can’t leave them

at the door. Feelings matter, and they can help us tremendously.
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Most of us recognize the truth and want to steer clear of the

old myths that keep us stuck and unhappy at work. But to do so,

we first must take responsibility for our own, often destructive,

mindsets—what I call the happiness traps.

The Happiness Traps

Happiness traps are common and they’re dangerous. But once

we become aware of these traps, we can free ourselves to engage

with work differently. To begin, though, we must take ownership

and not allow ourselves to be trapped by stress and overwork, the

desire for money, misplaced ambition, what we think we should

do, or even by a sense of helplessness. Each of these five traps

threatens happiness and well-being, and most of us find ourselves

caught in at least one of them. Let’s start with one of the most



common traps: letting work take over our lives.

The Overwork Trap

Most of us work hard and we work a lot. We are often proud of

how many hours we put in and how much we try to accomplish.

But there’s a downside. We spend every waking moment doing

something—checking our email, talking, dashing off a text.

We’re always behind, running as fast as we can to catch up. We

live with a great deal of stress, often to the point of burning out.

We may know what we can do to make work and life better and

to become happier, but there just isn’t enough time to do it.

We don’t have time for friends, exercise, or sleep.5 We eat ter-

rible food on the run. We don’t have time to play with our kids,

or even listen to them. Work prevents us from taking that long

weekend off, and we don’t stay home when we’re sick. We don’t
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take time to get to know people at work or put ourselves in their

shoes before we jump to conclusions. Or we think, “Once I finish

this project (or these emails or these meetings), then I’ll do some-



thing that makes me feel good about myself and my work.” But

it never happens.

We live in a world where overwork is overvalued.6 I see several

reasons why this is happening. First, most of our organizations

are chaotic and in constant flux, leaving us to deal with inces-

sant transformation. Second, flatter, leaner organizations and

ultracompetitive markets require us to do more with less. Third,

globalization means we work across time zones. In practice,

long days are common: early-morning and late-night conference

calls are the norm; I know leaders who are expected to get up at

2 a.m. to attend video conferences. And fourth, as technology has

advanced, many of us are doing tasks that others used to do—or

do for us.

Then, there’s the big one: that little device we carry everywhere

is a demanding master. Our work is literally in our pockets—or

on the nightstand. We click on texts, tweets, and email every

few minutes, even during the middle of the night and, for sure,

as soon as we get up in the morning. It’s astounding, really, how

powerful the compulsion is to connect, and much good comes of

it, obviously. But as Arianna Huffington says in her book Thrive,



“Overconnectivity is the snake in our digital Garden of Eden.”7

Even when we resist the urge, it’s like a siren call, letting us know that
things we have to do—or worry about—are a click away.

Now, mind you, technology doesn’t make us work so much; we

do it to ourselves.

As Harvard Business Review’s Sarah Green Carmichael writes,

“We log too many hours because of a mix of inner drivers, like

ambition, machismo, greed, anxiety, guilt, enjoyment, pride, the

pull of short-term rewards, a desire to prove we’re important,
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or an overdeveloped sense of duty.” Sometimes, too, work is an

escape. When our jobs are less stressful than home, work becomes

“a haven, a place to feel confident and in control.”8

Regardless of the reason, overwork has become so prevalent

that “busy” is the most common answer I get when I ask people

how they are doing. I know far too many managers who log ten-

plus hours a day, get on the computer or the phone first thing

Saturday morning, and don’t take any vacations. Or they work

the entire time they are away. But just because everyone’s doing



this doesn’t mean it supports effectiveness or happiness.9

Overwork is not good for us. And it’s not sustainable. It leads

to health problems. It compounds the stress that results from our

demanding jobs and lives. It also has a negative impact on relation-

ships. Escaping into our work doesn’t solve problems in the long term at
home or at work; it usually makes these problems worse.

What overwork does is to keep us stuck and striving. Working

like this also shuts down our ability to decipher what we should

be doing—that which will have greatest impact and move us pos-

itively toward the future. And when we are shut down like this,

it’s very hard to be happy.

The first step out of the overwork trap is to try to figure out

why you are working so much. Is it really because you have to? Or

is it a habit? Or is something deeper going on, like trying to escape your
home life or prove your importance? If you can honestly face

up to the reasons you are overworking, you can at least change

yourself, even if the world around you remains demanding.

The Money Trap

Money is great. Until our desire for it overshadows reason.

I remember sitting with a client a few years ago, talking about

her plans for retirement. She worked for a large firm in Europe—a
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successful company that had handsomely rewarded her and the

other executives over the years. She’d planned well and had a for-

tune set aside for the next phase of life.

But she couldn’t bring herself to leave the job, even though she

had really done all she could or wanted to in the company. She

told me, “I just need another couple of million in the bank before

I can leave.”

This sounds insane. But how many of us have stayed in jobs that

we hate because the money was good? Or taken a promotion that

we didn’t want or weren’t suited for because it came with a raise?

We all work for money, and yes, money is nice; ask anyone

who doesn’t have it. But some people just can’t get enough. A few

of them are greedy, true. But for most people, obsessing about pay

raises and bank accounts isn’t about greed, and it’s not even really

about money. There’s something deeper going on: the decision to

choose money over happiness is fueled by insecurity, social com-

parison, and the need to display one’s power for all to see.



Let’s take insecurity first. Wanting money to keep us alive is

not about insecurity; that’s rational and sane. But, like my client

in the beginning of the story, a lot of people feel as if they are

close to the edge of poverty and starvation when they are nowhere

near either one. They are constantly afraid that, somehow, what

they have will disappear and they will be in danger. This kind of

insecurity often comes from having had tough experiences—like

being poor—and never quite accepting that things have changed.

Insecurity also comes from the belief that we aren’t good enough.

We suffer from the imposter syndrome and are terrified that peo-

ple will find out. Money, we think, will fool them into believing

we are deserving of our success.

Then there’s social comparison: you see your colleagues driv-

ing nice cars, wearing beautiful clothes, and living in big, gor-

geous houses. You’ve got a nice car, too; you dress well and have a
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nice home. But it eats at you: the way you see it, they have more

than you do, and you feel the need to prove to them that you are



an equal. So, you set out to get whatever it is that you think will

make you look better, make it clear to everyone that you fit in—

that you are at the top of the heap.

That’s where the need for power comes in. In most parts of the

world, money is linked to influence and prestige.10 There’s noth-

ing wrong with wanting to influence one’s company or society,

and having power allows us to exert control over our own lives.

That’s a good thing. But, when the desire for power overtakes our

other needs to the point that we will do anything to get or keep

it, we’re in deep trouble.

When we feel we must have money and the power that goes

with it, that we must display our wealth for others to see, then

we’ve crossed into dangerous territory. At this point, we make deci-

sions to choose emptiness over happiness at work—just to get more

cash. The money trap plays out at work all the time: you can see it

in those people who are constantly obsessed with it. All the men-

tal energy to calculate, lobby, and worry about money is siphoned

away from their jobs and the people who depend on them.

Just think what work and life would be like if we could more

deeply understand what really satisfies us, what really makes us



happy. Wouldn’t it be better if money was an outcome that fol-

lowed our good work rather than a goal in itself? To get here,

we have to let go of old narratives that keep us striving for more

money, more power. The same goes for the next happiness trap:

ambition.

The Ambition Trap

This trap is linked to something we usually think of as good: ambi-

tion. But, when our ambition is coupled with an overdeveloped
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focus on competition and winning, we can find ourselves in

trouble.

Consider “Delphine.” She’s been ambitious all her life. In

school, an A− left her feeling like a failure. She was highly com-

petitive on the playing field in college, which won her friends and

high praise, at first. Later on, though, her friends gave her a wide

berth. Her single-minded focus on winning took the fun out of

the game. And, when the team didn’t win, she made people feel

unworthy.



Delphine’s ambition, competitiveness, and obsession for win-

ning served her fairly well early in her career. The people above

her knew she’d do just about anything to get a job done. When

she was promoted, however, the dynamic of her sports days played

out once again. She was a controlling, demoralizing manager. Her

career plateaued early, and she had no idea why.

Delphine’s story is common: some people put their own per-

sonal ambition above morals, ethics, and reason. They’re blinded

by their desire to win and will do just about anything to come

out on top.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with winning, and I know

people who manage their ambition well. But winning is down-

right destructive when other people get hurt, when it becomes the

most important goal, when you are willing to sacrifice anything

to achieve your goal and to hell with the costs and consequences.

Early in my career, I saw this in action. I was teaching a grad-

uate course on leadership in a college that prided itself on its

smart students. They were dynamic young people from all over

the world, and I enjoyed them immensely—except for one young

man. He’d arrive late to class and then regale his classmates with



clever (but uninformed) comments on the topic at hand. I could

see how badly he wanted to appear better than them, and I spent

extra time with him doing a bit of gentle coaching. He wasn’t
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interested. He basically told me that he knew more about leader-

ship than I ever would, thanks to his time on a professional sports

team. He started skipping classes and turning in subpar work. I

failed him.

He asked to meet, which I gladly did; I wanted to give him a

chance to rewrite his papers and pass the course (and maybe learn

something along the way). When he got to my office, however,

he grabbed me by the shirt and threw me up against the wall,

saying, “No one, but no one, fails me. Change the grade to an

A.” Needless to say, his hypercompetitive, win-lose mentality had

finally gotten him into really big trouble.

I thought he’d be expelled, or worse. In the end, though, we

decided to give him one more chance. Sure, I was angry, but I got

over it. I saw a wounded person, not a criminal. I crafted a plan



for him to reflect on his experiences as a leader in his sports teams.

He went along with it, grudgingly, because the alternatives were

worse. Then, when thinking about his problems on the sports

teams he cared so much about, a lightbulb went on.

He came to see that his ambition was driving him to compete

with everyone: his classmates, me, even his faraway teammates who were
also pursuing degrees. He realized that the constant

pursuit of the win hadn’t helped him—or his teams—to be bet-

ter. He also saw that it wasn’t the win he was after; it was approval.

By rooting out what was really driving him, he was able to find

healthier ways to get what he wanted.

This young man learned a few very important lessons. First,

success isn’t really success when we define it as a win-lose, zero-

sum game. Second, hypercompetitiveness in the workplace leaves

us empty and unfulfilled, hurts our ability to lead effectively,

and makes us no fun to be around. Finally, when ambition and

the desire to win at all costs take over, there’s usually something

deeper going on—something we need to examine.
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The “Should” Trap

The next happiness trap is a big one, one all of us face at some point in our
careers: doing something simply because we should, rather than because we
truly want to. This trap is pervasive because it’s

tied to how we learn to live in society and our organizations, too.

Society gives us rules to live by—rules we learn very early in life

that guide everything we think, say, and do. These rules are often

so much a part of the fabric of life that we become programmed to

obey “shoulds” and “should nots,” almost as if we are on autopilot.

Think about the baby waving bye-bye, or children raising their

hands in class. Grown-ups say “good morning” to strangers and

don’t wear bathing suits to work. We don’t expect a sales associate

to laugh at what we choose to purchase, and we don’t imagine we

will be punched if we are slow to step on the gas at a green light.

These rules are a few of thousands we know and live by—many of

which help us to interact in our families and communities.

But, some of the cultural rules that guide us at work are out-

dated and destructive, especially those that limit or constrain

our dreams. For example, in most parts of the world, there are

rules, often based on gender, about what kind of work we are

supposed to do. Men, the rules tell us, must provide for their



families and “help out” a bit at home, while women should do the

all-encompassing task of family management: virtually all of the

housework, cooking, caring for children, managing finances, and

planning and orchestrating the family’s daily activities.

This rule simply doesn’t work when at least half of the paid

workforce is female. Many men and women don’t adhere to this

particular “should” anymore. But, as almost any man who has

had to tell his boss he can’t come in because he’s caring for a sick

child knows, society’s norms have an impact on the workplace,

too, and there are penalties for not following them.
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Organizations, too, have rules we follow. These “shoulds” and

“should nots” are part of company culture and they govern every-

thing from attire to attitudes to who can take certain jobs—and

who cannot.

“Shoulds” in the Workplace

Some years ago, I was teaching two executive leadership programs

during the same week, in the same building. One group was



from Wall Street, one from the high-tech industry. To illustrate

organizational culture, we’d asked them if they could decipher

beliefs, values, and ways of doing business simply by looking at

one another.

We asked the members of the two classes to stand facing each

other across a room and to call out what they noticed. They

quickly pointed out obvious differences in clothing, shoes, even

haircuts and personal grooming. Then came the surprise: these

savvy, sophisticated executives started cracking rude jokes about

the “losers” on the other side of the room. For instance, the Wall

Street group members ridiculed the others’ more casual dress and

jeered about laziness. In return, members of the tech company

laughed at their counterparts’ expensive clothes. Words like “egg-

head,” “arrogant,” and “empty suit” flew out of people’s mouths.

We were stunned.

The experience revealed a lot about the unspoken rules that

guide work and life. To be successful in these companies, we dis-

covered, people had to obey the “shoulds” about how to dress, how

to talk, and how to manage time. There were also unspoken rules

about who could be hired and promoted, and who should lead. If,



for example, an interviewee showed up with even slightly scuffed

shoes to the Wall Street interview, he was automatically disquali-

fied. And in both companies, to be a senior manager, you had to

be married. Not much shocks me anymore, but this surely did.
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On the positive side, conforming to certain workplace norms

helps us understand one another; in essence, “shoulds” give us a

shared language. This is great when it comes to rules that help

us work well together, like respect, timeliness, or polite, friendly

conversations at the beginning of a meeting. The problem is,

however, that too many of our workplace rules don’t serve us well.

Who cares, really, whether someone wears short or long sleeves to

work? Or high heels or flats? Do scuffed shoes affect intelligence?

And does marital status affect one’s ability to lead? Of course not.

Workplace “shoulds” are such powerful drivers of our beliefs

and behaviors that we often go along with rules that make no

sense. We even compromise our personal wishes and values in

order to fit in. This can be fine, but conformity doesn’t usually



support original, creative contributions at work.11 And, for many

of us, the “shoulds” we are forced to adhere to—whether they are

society’s or our organizations’—are truly at odds with who we are

and what we believe. That is soul destroying. When it gets to this

point, we’re trapped.

“Shoulds” Can Trap Our Dreams

When trying to understand how “shoulds” affect us, we need to

examine more than just the day-to-day rules. We need to look

at the “big” rules: those that guide us in the larger choices we

make about life and work. Once again, some norms actually help

us, like those that guide us to complete our education or learn a

trade. Following this rule prepares us to help our families, con-

tribute to society, and be an important member of an organiza-

tion. But, some of these same rules drive us toward goals we don’t

want to achieve and work we don’t enjoy.

“Shoulds” can even push us into the wrong job. Oprah Winfrey,

for example, landed a plum job as an anchor in Baltimore very

early in her career. This job was perfect, she thought, exactly what
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she should do if she wanted to pursue her dreams of becoming a

successful television journalist. Apparently, though, she cared too

much about the stories and the people she reported on, and this

didn’t fit with the network’s image of how a news anchor should

behave. Oprah left that job and took another on a struggling talk

show. On this new show, she felt she was where she belonged—

where she could use all of her talent and truly enjoy her work.12

Or, take Jennifer Duvalier, an executive I’ve worked with who

has excelled in her career from her very first job as a banker.13

Just out of college, Jennifer landed a great role with a prestigious

financial services institution. It was exactly the kind of job that

she thought she should take to launch her career. However, she soon noticed
that it wasn’t what she’d expected. Sure, it was challenging and fast paced.
But everything and everyone was con-

strained by bureaucracy and unspoken rules about things like

who could talk to whom in the hierarchy or who was allowed to

have a new idea (not the young recruits, that’s for sure). Jennifer

wasn’t happy. She couldn’t even begin to bring the best of herself

to this job—the “shoulds” and “should nots” wouldn’t let her.

She told me about a particular moment when she was work-



ing in Paris. “Sitting there as the meeting went on around me, I

remember thinking, ‘I don’t find this in any way interesting. I’m

not really learning anything. It’s of no value to me, and it’s clear

they don’t want my contributions.’ I was feeling completely dis-

connected, and not in any way engaged or stimulated.”

Jennifer then realized that good job or not, she couldn’t stay

just because she was supposed to, just because it was the kind

of job her friends envied. The job just didn’t provide her what

she wanted in her work: excitement, adventure, learning, and the

chance to make a difference.

She quit. Soon thereafter, Jennifer was hired by a global com-

pany and was quickly entrusted with coaching senior executives
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to become better leaders. There’s nothing notable about this

except that at the time, Jennifer was less than a decade out of

college. How could she possibly reach these smart, seasoned, wily

executives? She did it. And the reason she could was that she was

wise beyond her years. She’d faced up to the “should” trap and



was able to help these leaders free themselves from old habits and

patterns that kept them from being their best.

Social rules and “shoulds” are a fact of life. It’s not about get-

ting rid of them; it’s about sorting through them and making

conscious choices about which to follow—those that enable you

to live your values, reach your potential, and be happy.

You may see yourself in one of these four traps—or even all of

them. And you may do quite a lot to avoid these traps. If you do, you likely
believe in your capacity to influence yourself and the world

around you. This belief that we can make things happen is critical

to happiness. Without it, you fall into the last trap: helplessness.

The Helplessness Trap

Some people truly believe that no matter how hard they try, they

can’t influence the world around them, change things, or get what

they want. These are the fatalists in our midst. Chances are you

don’t see life this way. But this trap is becoming a lot more com-

mon as the world changes at an ever-faster pace and our orga-

nizations become more hectic and often more unpleasant places

to work. As a result, many people feel that they have little or no

control over what happens to them.

The helplessness trap may be the deadliest of all. It kills hope,



shatters dreams, and leaves us at the mercy of others and the

vagaries of our organizations. Let’s look at my friend “Neal,” a

high-potential young manager in an engineering company, to see

the impact of this dangerous trap.
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When I met Neal, he was flying high on success and extremely

busy; he traveled all the time, worked a lot, and had a young fam-

ily. He felt like the master of his own fate. He was in charge and

pushing forward at his own pace.

A few years later, I ran into Neal and was shocked at the change

in him. He’d gotten a significant promotion and the money was

great, but he seemed dejected, not elated as I’d have expected

him to be. He explained that his job bored him to tears and he

no longer saw the lifestyle as glamorous. He absolutely despised

traveling and dreaded going to yet another airport and sleeping in

yet another five-star hotel.

Then he told me a story that broke my heart.

“My daughter came back from summer camp last month,” he



began. “She’s fourteen now, and for the first time in a while, I

really noticed how much she’s changed. Somehow I’ve had this

image of my little girl in my head. Well, she’s gone and there’s this young
woman in her place! And it hit me: she’ll be leaving home

in less than four years.

“I vowed then and there to spend more time with her.

“So, I’ve been trying to do things with her. I’ve asked her to go

to the movies and I go to her soccer games. I even promised her a

shopping trip with her friends. She just kept saying she was busy,

or ignored me. I thought ‘Teenagers!’ But then last week, when I

picked her up from a game and asked her to do something with me,

she said, ‘Dad, if you think you can disappear for my entire child-

hood and then just show up and be my best friend, you’re wrong.’”

This was a major wake-up call for Neal. But, he told me, he

had no idea what to do. He felt totally trapped and helpless. He

didn’t believe for a minute that he could rebuild the relationship

with his daughter. He thought he’d ruined it for good.

As we talked, it became clear that he felt trapped at work, too.

He tried to justify his choice to take the new job, telling himself
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the money was enough. It wasn’t, of course, and as the industry

continued to change, those big bonuses dried up just as leader-

ship began putting more and more pressure on him to cut costs,

deliver more revenue, and speed up.

Neal felt that he had no control whatsoever, at work or at

home. He couldn’t do what he felt was right for his employees

and he couldn’t quit, either. He told his wife, “It’s a treadmill

and there’s no way I can get off.” She countered, saying, “You

can get off anytime you want.” She went on to tell him that he

could also fix his relationship with his daughter. Neal didn’t see

it this way at all. He had completely stopped believing that he

could do anything to improve his situation at work—or at home.

Fatalism like this kills hope and limits our lives—something I

learned, too.

Many years ago, I lived a very different life. Some of it was

great: I was a young mom, passionately engaged with my kids.

I was also poor and working menial jobs. I did everything I

could to find meaning in the work, and for a time, I succeeded.

But after a while, I became discouraged. I knew I could do



more, but I’d been stuck for so long in a cycle of poverty that

I had no idea how to get out. The very idea of waitressing and

cleaning other people’s houses for the rest of my life made me

want to cry—and give up. But I didn’t. It took a lot of courage,

some really good friends, and a lot of soul searching to help me

break that cycle.

Maybe you have been—or are currently—in a situation where

you felt hopeless and trapped, as I did, or maybe you’re staying

at a company because you are afraid to change jobs. Perhaps you

feel that you will never find a job that pays as well, or you don’t

think any company will let you pursue your passion. Maybe you

think you are too old to look for work that fulfills you. I’ve often

heard this sort of thing from people who desperately want more
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from their work: more excitement, more challenge, more happi-

ness. But they think that they “can’t afford” to or they will have

to “start at the bottom.”

My story—and Neal’s—shows that we can make those hard



changes. The first step is the hardest; it takes blind faith and

courage to take action when we believe we are unable to influ-

ence our world. Neal began, slowly, to take some control back,

starting with an unplanned trip with his family—an adven-

ture vacation that he knew his daughter would love. To his

surprise, this step had an added benefit: despite his fears, no

one at work had a problem with him taking extra time off.

activate Your emotional Intelligence

Almost everyone falls prey to old myths and happiness traps

that keep us down and prevent us from creating or sustain-

ing the work life we want. In this exercise, you will look at

how and why you’ve adopted certain myths and happiness

traps. Reflecting on your beliefs will help you to hone your

self-awareness—a competency that is essential if you are to

break free from mindsets that no longer serve you well.

1. Review the common myths and the happiness traps I’ve

discussed in this chapter. Choose one or two that you

know affect you and impact your work.

2. Now, let’s look at where this happiness trap or myth

came from. Draw a timeline from your birth year until



today, and write notes about major childhood, school,

work, and life events.
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3. Next, on your timeline, note when in your life you

first started adopting this myth or happiness trap.

Where or from whom did you get messages that

you had to think or behave this way? How did you feel

about these messages and what was the impact on

you?

4. Next, on your timeline, note when this myth or trap

has affected your choices and outcomes. Jot some

thoughts about how it has actually helped you at times,

as well as when it has interfered with your happiness.

Consider this question in terms of physical health,

emotional well-being, and work.

5. What concrete actions can you take today, next week,

and next month to leverage the positive aspects of the

myth or trap and minimize the negative?



He took this as a win and pushed back in other areas where

he’d not felt he had much control, such as fighting for what his

employees needed to do their jobs. Here, too, he made prog-

ress. Over the next year, he took ever-bolder steps to recon-

struct his family life as well as his work life. It’s working. The

Neal I knew years ago is back.

Old myths and happiness traps can keep us stuck. But

it doesn’t have to be that way. You can do things to change

how you think about your work. It starts with claiming your

power, as Neal and I did. Then, it takes hard work. But it’s

worth it.
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Breaking Free

The first step toward happiness is to break free of the myths

I talked about at the beginning of the chapter. You are not

a machine and your company doesn’t own you for forty—or

sixty, or eighty—hours each week. Your ideas, needs, and

desires matter. So does your happiness. Here’s the best part: if



you fight to crush these old-fashioned myths about the painful

nature of work, both you and your organization will be more

successful.

To truly break free, though, we have to do more. We have to

delve deeply into the mindsets and the actions that go with them

that keep us from being happy at work. Why, we need to ask

ourselves, do we work all the time? Why are we so seduced by

money and power? Is our ambition and desire to win serving us or

hurting us? Why are we so trapped by what we feel we should do

rather than pursuing what we want to do? And why do we some-

times give up on being happy at all? To answer these questions,

we need to return to emotional intelligence.

The Antidote to the Happiness Traps:

Emotional Intelligence

If we are to combat these outdated myths and the happiness traps

and take control of our own happiness, we need to look at how we

think about work, how we feel about our choices, and what we do

day-to-day. For this, we need more than a modicum of emotional

intelligence.14

Emotional intelligence is the capacity to understand one’s own



and others’ emotions and to deal with them in a way that leads
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Fi g u r e 2-1

emotional intelligence competencies

Empathy

Organizational awareness

Social

awareness

Relationship

Self-awareness

management

Emotional

Inspirational leadership

self-awareness

Self-management

Teamwork

Coach and mentor

Influence



Positive outlook

Conflict management

Achievement orientation

Adaptability

Emotional self-control

Source: Annie McKee, Richard Boyatzis, and Frances Johnston, Becoming
a Resonant Leader (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2008), 25.

to resonance in relationships as well as individual and collective

success. There are twelve emotional intelligence competencies, as

you can see in figure 2-1. These competencies help us to be effec-

tive at work. They also help us to avoid and break free from the

happiness traps.

Self-Awareness

Avoiding the happiness traps starts with emotional self-awareness.

You must tune in to those faint whispers in your mind, those

almost imperceptible feelings of “something’s not right.”

Learning to notice and understand your feelings is a first step

toward understanding what drives you—good and bad. That
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discomfort you feel when you buck a cultural rule or a “should”

at work, for example, might be a sign that you’re actually afraid

of being excluded, of not fitting in. Going a bit deeper, you

might realize that this fear has little or nothing to do with your

current work situation; it’s an old habit of mind that no longer

serves you well. The same might go for that intense urge you

feel to look at your email at 8 p.m. Is the urge rational? Does

something truly need your attention? Or is it an irrational desire

to work all the time so no one finds out you aren’t on top of

things—that you are suffering from the imposter syndrome?

Maybe, as you practice self-awareness, you will notice that you

are feeling a bit down, a bit helpless, in the face of tough times

at work. This knowledge—if you catch it early enough—can

help you avoid becoming fatalistic and powerless to change your

situation.

These are just examples, of course, of what we can find if we

listen to our feelings, track our moods, and work to understand

what they are telling us. By doing this personal work, we are pre-

paring ourselves to recognize why we get trapped and taking a

step toward action.



Self-Management

The happiness traps I’ve written about in this chapter are com-

mon and powerful. That’s why you need emotional self-control.

Emotional self-control helps us stay tuned in to our feelings, even

when we don’t like what we discover. If, for example, we find

we are trapped by “shoulds” and rules at work, we are likely to

feel frightened when thinking about doing something different.

That’s because we’ve been indoctrinated. We follow societal and

organizational rules without even noticing them. They just are. It takes
effort to ask hard questions about whether or not particular
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rules are valid—for us or our organizations. It takes even more

effort to change long-held habits that go along with “shoulds” and

“should nots.”

So when you realize that looking at your email at night is com-

ing from a personal insecurity, you’re not going to feel particu-

larly good. Emotional self-control enables you to manage these

kinds of feelings so they don’t get the better of you. Moreover,

you can then actively choose to see things differently—to adapt



and shift your mindset from negative to a more positive way of

viewing yourself and your situation. Managing your feelings like

this enables you to bravely take action, rather than remain frozen

in place.

Once you know what’s driving you, self-management helps

you shift your attention. This subtle but powerful internal change

supports willpower, focus, and courage—all of which you need to

do the hard work of breaking free.15

Social Awareness and Relationship Management

Honing your ability to understand others, groups, and organiza-

tions also helps you deal with old-fashioned beliefs about work

and happiness traps. When you focus on empathizing with peo-

ple and understanding your organizational environment, you can

see what is coming from inside you, and what’s coming from oth-

ers or your company.

With this knowledge, you are better equipped to make choices

about what you will or will not accept at work. For example, you

may recognize that everyone in your organization is overworking—

reading and sending emails at all hours, skipping lunch and week-

ends, driving each other crazy. This knowledge helps you see that



you are actually under pressure to conform—that it’s not your inse-

curity driving this behavior. With this knowledge, you are more
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likely to choose actions that enable you to break free from the trap of
working all the time. There might be an added benefit, too, as you

begin to create a microculture on your team where overworking is

not overvalued. The same goes for other traps that people often share in a
workplace. Once you see that they are part of the culture, you

can do something about them—at least in your immediate circle.

The most important lesson about happiness traps is that you

can always do something to free yourself or at least mitigate the

impact on you and others. It’s not always easy, and you might

have to work hard, so guard against discouragement.

Don’t give up. Happiness matters. Positive emotions like

enthusiasm, hope, and excitement provide the energy to sustain

the inevitable hard knocks we all experience along the way. And,

when we are happy at work, others “catch” our feelings and are

inspired to find happiness, too.16

Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice



In these exercises you will gain insight about how you view

work and plan for how to let go of mindsets that don’t work

for you—the myths and traps that make you unhappy. With

this knowledge, you can prepare yourself to craft a work life

that truly fulfills you.

Breaking Free from Traps and

Destructive Mindsets

1. Which of the happiness traps keep me in my comfort

zone? Which traps actually make me feel safe? Which
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traps, if I’m honest with myself, are excuses for not

taking the risk to pursue what I really want?

2. Which of the happiness traps keep me from pursuing my

dreams for a better job, a great career, or real fulfillment

in the job I have now?

3. Which happiness traps do I keep others in? How does

this serve me and them positively? How does it hurt me

and them?



An Exercise in Self-Awareness,

Self-Management, and Courage

It isn’t always easy to look at mindsets we’ve adopted that

keep us trapped, and may even affect others negatively, too.

But, courageously looking at happiness traps provides a foun-

dation for taking control—for managing ourselves as we take

steps to change how we think about work. This exercise will

support you in this journey.

1. Choose the happiness trap that most affects you.

2. How is this happiness trap helping or hurting you?

3. Next, consider your relationships and how this happiness

trap affects them. Other people often benefit (or think

they do) when we are trapped. Or, they can get hurt.

Who in your life benefits from the happiness trap you are

in? Who is harmed? To illustrate, draw some circles and

put the names of important people in each one (your

boss, people who influence you at work, mentors, loved

ones). Now, in each circle, jot some notes about how

each person or team is affected by you being trapped.

Chapter_02.indd Page 51



21/06/17 6:58 PM

52 hOW tO Be happY at WOrK

4. Now, imagine a life without the happiness trap you’ve

been writing about. What would this freedom feel

like? What would you do? What benefits would others

experience if you were to free yourself? To bring this to

life, write three paragraphs as if you are already in the

future, starting with, “It is now three years since I broke

free. I feel . . . I am now . . . The people in my life are . . .”
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the power of purpose

Live Your Values and

Make a Difference

A few years ago, my husband and I were working in Cambodia.

With the help of the United Nations, our team had developed

a program to teach people how to lead in their communities as

a means of combating HIV and AIDS.1 Our participants came

from all walks of life: they were monks, government ministers,



community organizers, scholars, and ordinary citizens. Some

had been part of the Pol Pot regime. Virtually all of them had

lost loved ones during the genocide. Trust between and among

individual people and the groups they represented was low or

nonexistent.

Together with our team and our Cambodian colleagues, we tried

to find something that would unite people, something that would

help them build solid relationships as they took on the growing

threat of HIV and AIDS in their country. It was a struggle. How

could survivors and former soldiers ever find common ground?
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We discovered the answer when we visited the magnificent

temples of Angkor Wat near the city of Siem Reap. While we

were there, we saw evidence of an inspired ancient people—a cul-

ture that was rich in intellectual and artistic achievements and

awe-inspiring tributes to their spiritual beliefs. We were shep-

herded through the sacred sites by a brilliant and knowledgeable

guide, a man who took great pride in his work.



Our guide was excited about his country’s future, and he felt

that he had an important role to play in the burgeoning tour-

ist trade. He was well suited to the job: he spoke at least three

languages fluently and knew his country’s history from ancient

times to today. He was steeped in global economics and under-

stood the sociopolitical dynamics of the region and the world. I

was stunned to find out that he hadn’t been educated overseas

and had not attended a world-renowned university. He’d never

left the Siem Reap region of Cambodia, and he’d never attended

school. He didn’t even have a childhood: he had been a boy sol-

dier, forced to fight after his parents, grandparents, uncles, and

aunts had been killed.

We talked about what kept him going during those years and

how he had turned his passion for his country and its people

into a fulfilling career. He told us about the many visitors he’d

guided through the temples, how much their interest in his coun-

try meant to him, and how much he valued the opportunity to

learn about his guests and their faraway homes. He spoke of being

deeply happy with his young family and his work. Over the next

few days, he told us the story of how he’d survived and found



his way to a purposeful, meaningful, and joyous life in spite of a

situation most of us can’t even imagine.

When he was very young, his entire family except for one aunt

was killed, most of them in front of his eyes. Then he was forced

to live with the killers. As a child soldier, he saw some of the worst
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of humanity in his young guards and captors. But, as time went

on, it became clear to him that almost all of them—young boys

and teenagers alike—had had their lives stolen from them. They

were all just children like he was. They were all sad.

As the youngsters began to form bonds, they did what children

do—they explored, they learned, and they tried to have fun. They

played at the Angkor Wat temples, which were almost completely

overgrown at the time. But the children discovered beautiful stat-

ues and mysterious inscriptions that clearly meant something.

As a boy, our guide told us, he escaped the horror of his

situation by imagining what the statues had signified—what they

meant to his ancestors. He studied how some of the windows

captured the sun’s rays in a way that was obviously intentional.



Over time, he began to decipher some of the inscriptions on the

temples. He realized he needed to learn to read his modern lan-

guage so he could study history, and he found older boys willing

to teach him. He also asked the few remaining adults around him

what they knew about the temples and the inscriptions. Slowly,

he started to create a picture in his mind of the ancient world and

the Cambodian people of long ago.

He was fascinated by what drove his ancestors to build these

incredible structures, what motivated them, and what they sought

to achieve. Clearly, they were a brilliant and noble people. Surely

they found great joy in the impossibly intricate architecture, the

art they created. Maybe, he thought, their lives were hard and

they searched for a better life, just as he did. His quest for know-

ledge gave him something to believe in, something to long for—

and something meaningful to do.

In spite of the agony of the Pol Pot years, the boy developed

tremendous insight into ancient Cambodia, along with a deep

and abiding pride in his ancestors’ values and beliefs. Later, as his country
broke free from the bonds of dictatorship, he came to see
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that the powerful purpose that had saved him as a child could be

the foundation for work—work that would be tied to something

he cared deeply about. He also realized that he was one of the

few remaining people who might be able to help the world see

a different side of Cambodia. When tourists began arriving in

his country, he became a student of languages, global politics,

and social change. Soon he was fluent in French, English, and

Russian. He could hold his own with anyone on topics as varied

as history, religion, and social upheaval.

This young man was helping his nation, and he knew it. He

had been called to share his country’s history, and by doing so,

he was living his values and making a difference. He definitely

had an impact on us and our work in Cambodia. In his story,

we found inspiration as well as an answer to the thorny problem

of how to unite our group of diverse leaders. We discovered that

many Cambodians—especially the youth—knew little about the

country’s impressive history. We also discovered that people were

hungry to connect with their glorious past and in doing so could

begin building bridges across the chasms that existed in the mod-



ern day. As our program participants came to Angkor Wat and

explored their country again, they found hope in the knowledge

that the people of Cambodia were once great and united, and

would be again.

Our guide showed me how purpose and work go hand in hand,

which is what this chapter is about. Through other stories and my

own experiences, I will talk about how we can experience work as

a calling, not just a job. When work is an expression of our values

and we have positive impact on something we care about, we are

motivated from within; we don’t need others to push us or beg us

to do our jobs, and we can withstand challenge and turmoil. At

the end of the chapter, I will share some concrete and practical

ways to find meaning in your work.
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Finding Meaning in Our Work:

It’s What People Do

Philosophers, storytellers, priests, and poets give voice to our lifelong quest
to find purpose in our everyday activities—at home

and at work.2 Looking back through history, there’s no reason



to believe that our ancestors sought meaning in stories and spir-

itual practices only to turn it off when they hunted or foraged or

planted those first grains of wheat. Myths and prayers elevated

routine tasks to the realm of the sacred. Hunting and harvesting,

child rearing and cooking—all necessary for the tribe’s survival,

and all done in ways that expressed the tribe’s most cherished

beliefs and values, too.

Today, our organizations are our tribes. Work is still where

we express ourselves and make a difference. But, in our hyper-

industrialized world, work and life are no longer seen as vitally

intertwined. Rather, we see our jobs as a means to an end, a way

to earn money so we can have meaningful lives outside of work.

This kind of compartmentalization of work and “real” life

seems reasonable on the surface, especially if we believe those old

myths about work being an ugly, painful necessity. Certainly this

belief is prevalent in our companies. The result, as management

scholars Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert Sutton tell us, is that “many

companies do not worry that much about providing meaning and

fulfillment to their people. Work is, after all, a four-letter word.”3

But it’s impossible to pull life and work apart. We are meaning-



making creatures, no matter if we’re sitting in an office, giving

tours of historical places, hiking Mount Kilimanjaro, or eating

dinner with our family. We don’t give up the essential human

need to do something worthwhile when we start our workday. We

want to know that we’re doing something that matters.4
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Seeing our work as an expression of cherished values and as a

way to make a contribution is the foundation of well-being, hap-

piness, and our ongoing success. Passion for a cause fuels energy,

intelligence, and creativity. And, when we see that the results of

our labor will benefit ourselves and others, we want to “fight the

good fight” together.

This is in part because of brain chemistry: the positive

emotions that accompany purposeful, meaningful engagement in

our activities enable us to be smarter, more innovative, and more

adaptable. In this state, we’re excited to take on new challenges

and are more resilient and motivated.5

I have been fortunate to feel this way about my work, even when



my job wasn’t one that other people envied. For many years, I cleaned
people’s houses and waited tables. It was physical labor that didn’t

pay well, but I found ways to link my work to what I cared about.

For instance, I once lived with an elderly woman who was caring for

her ailing husband. At first, I was thrilled; I desperately needed a job.

But I was also embarrassed; I had higher hopes for myself and hadn’t

thought I would have to do this kind of work.

Soon, though, I came to love my job in large part because I

liked my employer. Plus, the house was on a cliff overlooking the

ocean. The work was far from glamorous, but it included things

that mattered to me: a good relationship, fun and laughter, and

access to the beauty of the natural world. Over time, I found

more. I realized that my skills as a companion and caregiver

made a difference in these people’s lives. This was deeply gratify-

ing. I felt fulfilled and empowered. The feeling that I was doing

something worthwhile and having a positive impact gave me the

confidence and courage to look beyond that job. I began ask-

ing, “What else could I do to make a difference in people’s lives?

What do I need to do to get there?” Those questions eventually

led me to my calling.
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Is Your Work a Job, a Career, or a Calling?

Years later, I was able to make sense of my experience through the

writings of Yale professor Amy Wrzesniewski. She and her col-

leagues have studied people in a variety of professions and found

that we experience work in one of these three ways: a job, a career,

or a calling.6

Work as a Job

When we see our work as (just) a job, we’re focused on what we

get for our labor—a paycheck and other tangible benefits like

insurance. These extrinsic rewards are the reason we get up every

day and go to work. Of course, there’s nothing inherently wrong

with simply exchanging work for money. Sometimes we just need

a job to pay our bills or provide for our families.

Through my personal experience and that of my clients, how-

ever, I know that seeing work as just a job can be soul-destroying.

We punch the clock, calculate how many sick days we can get

away with, and dream of winning the lottery. We tell ourselves

that the money’s worth it, but we feel empty. When we are unable



to see the impact of our work or find meaning in what we do, we

often become dissatisfied and resentful. I’ve seen this happen to

people in service jobs like housekeeping and landscaping and to

high-powered, well-paid executives. Despite the vast difference in

the amount of money they made, they were all equally unhappy.

Work as a Career

We might, instead, see our work as a career. Our job is then

linked to a bigger picture, often advancement in a profession or a
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company. We see our current role as an important step toward a

destination. For example, we may see ourselves having significant

impact on a field or rising in an organization we care about. This

can be fun and exciting and can fulfill the need for a guiding

purpose at work, presumably because our career is linked to our

values. This can and often does make us happy.

However, people who view work as a career are often largely

motivated by things like prestige or upward mobility—things

that, like money, come from outside of us. There’s nothing wrong



with looking forward to the next promotion or pay raise, but a

singular focus on external recognition and rewards can make day-

to-day work feel like a means to an end. We can find ourselves

constantly seeking the next goal or prize, but each time we get

that job, bonus, or raise, our ambition kicks in and we turn our

attention to the next win. This isn’t satisfying, as over time it feels as if we
are on an eternal search for the holy grail. It gets tiring

and ultimately less and less fulfilling.

I saw this happen to a manager who described himself as a

“marketeer.” Early on in his career, he was on fire: he learned a lot, took
risks, and got the rewards he sought. Building his portfolio

of experiences and jobs was his raison d’être, and he progressed

just as he intended. By the time I met him, he’d held virtually

every job in the marketing department and was now a senior

manager. But he wasn’t happy. As he put it, “I’m not hungry any-

more.” The progression up the ladder just didn’t satisfy him as

it once had, and the rewards felt empty. After a brief moment of

elation at getting yet another promotion, raise, or bonus, he ques-

tioned why he was sacrificing so much for his work.

When we view our work as a career, we should ask ourselves, “To

what end?” If the answer is only to advance or progress, something



vital is probably missing. What that “marketeer” wanted—and what

I wanted all those years ago—was to feel that work was a true calling.
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Work as a Calling

When we experience our work as a calling, our efforts are not

simply the means to an end, and we’re not just jumping from one

goal to the next. Instead, what we do every single day brings deep

satisfaction. Even simple activities are seen as important, fulfill-

ing, and meaningful.

When work is a calling, our passion motivates us from the inside

out. We want to do our best because what we are doing is inher-

ently meaningful: we find ways to express our values through our

work, and we revel in the opportunity to make a difference to the

people around us, our companies, and our communities. And, even

when dealing with big responsibilities and the sometimes outra-

geous pressures that are so common in our workplaces, we’re able to

stay grounded and see the big picture. It’s not that we don’t mind—

we do, and we have to take care of ourselves—but it feels worth it.

Having a calling at work is not reserved for people who have

“noble” jobs like doctors, clergy, or philanthropists. Surprisingly,



I’ve met people who work in the noblest professions and organi-

zations in the world who see their work simply as a job or a career.

And it’s not uncommon for people who have all sorts of jobs—

plumbers, factory workers, waiters, and grocery store clerks—to

see their work as a calling. That’s because it’s not the job that

determines whether we see it as a calling or not; it’s us. How we view our
work and how we engage with people and our tasks is

what makes the difference.

This is what Amy Wrzesniewski found in her studies of jan-

itors in hospitals. This is a tough job and not one many people

would aspire to. Yet, when Wrzesniewski studied how they felt

about their work, a surprising number of the janitors described

their work as a career or a calling—not just a dreary job. Many
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saw their work as truly noble: they were helping sick people get

better and healthy people stay that way by keeping the hospital

clean. They saw their work as highly skilled and worthy of efforts

beyond what the job demanded. For example, some would make

an extra effort to learn which chemicals were least likely to cre-



ate problems for certain patients. Others went even further; they

acted on values like compassion and went out of their way to

bring warmth and comfort to ailing, frightened patients.7

I’ve known people who serve food in cafeterias, work as com-

pliance officers in corporations, and labor as prison guards. All of

these jobs are difficult, and it would be easy to just show up and do the
minimum. But the food server sees herself as the person who

provides that one good meal to young students. The compliance

officer sees himself as providing guidance and rules that enable

people to work effectively without fear of violating ethical codes or laws.
And the prison guard sees herself as a friend to lonely people.

Or take Colin Browne, a carpenter and general contractor I have

known for years. Carpentry is hard work. It can, I imagine, be tire-

some. Colin doesn’t see it that way at all, even after thirty years on the job.
He sees his work as the creation of art. Each cabinet he builds, each
addition to a home, each new kitchen is made with gorgeous

and sustainable natural materials. He works to ensure that he adds

to the beauty of a home and that each newly constructed piece is a

beautiful expression of the owner’s personality.8

You may be wondering how to transform your job or your

career into a calling. That’s where “job crafting” comes in.9 While

I didn’t know it at the time, this is what I did when I cared for



the elderly couple in that house overlooking the ocean, how I dis-

covered that helping people was something I lived for—not just

something I did for a paycheck.

Here’s how it works: first, you’ve got to think about work dif-

ferently, change your perception about what you do and how you
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do it. For me, this meant thinking about my work with the elderly

couple as making their lives better, rather than as washing their

clothes and cleaning their bathrooms. Then you need to focus on

what you do (the tasks) and whom you do it with (relationships).

Both of these, with some effort, can be reframed and reformed

to provide a deeper sense of meaning. For me, the first part was

easy: I liked this couple, and in particular, I loved spending time

with the woman. She had a lot of wisdom and frankly taught me

a lot about being a grown-up. Reforming the tasks wasn’t quite as

easy, but I found ways to do more things outside so I could take

in that ocean view. I also became a creative cook. I was inspired

and excited about cooking healthy meals that tasted great. This



was meaningful and fun, too.

Over the years, I have applied these lessons to each job I’ve

had, and I’ve been able to find meaning in the work I’ve done in

organizations of all sorts. Along the way, I’ve encountered people

who have taught me even more about how to stay connected with

meaning and purpose, even when our jobs are challenging. It’s

become increasingly clear to me that if we are to experience our

work as a calling, we’ve got to understand which values matter to us and
then act on these values to have positive impact.

The Courage to Lead from Your Values

Dun & Bradstreet is a financial services company that has trans-

formed itself time and again over the two centuries it has been

in business. Change is a constant at D&B, both because of tech-

nological innovation and because clients understand more, want

more, and don’t accept the traditional notion that financial ser-

vices should be performed in secret by experts. Therefore, D&B’s

business processes as well as its culture must evolve constantly.
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In an attempt to keep up with continuous change, some lead-



ers focus so intensely on business objectives that they bulldoze

through people, crushing everything in their path. Not Josh

Peirez, chief operating officer and president. He is committed to

leading in a way that is consistent with his core belief that every-

one deserves respect, no matter the circumstance.10

All of this played out when the company’s ambitious strategy

called for yet another business transformation, one that required radical
changes to how people did their jobs. Josh was under pressure to move fast.
But, rather than shifting into execution mode, he decided

to invest time in understanding what people—wherever they sat in

the organization—found fulfilling in their current ways of working

and what got in their way. Josh said, “I hoped to understand the

values that drive our team members, what inspired them, and what I

could do to amplify this. The more time I spent talking and listening to
them about those elements rather than just about business issues,

the more appreciation I had for their perspectives and the more ideas I had
about how I could help. If you give people space, they’ll find

the solutions themselves. They’ll understand how what they do every

day has some purpose: to help the company, the customer, and soci-

ety.” Josh knew that motivating people to change with the evolving

business necessitated preserving what people found most meaningful



in their jobs and connecting it to a broader purpose. His role was to create
space for people to identify that purpose for themselves, to help them feel
heard, and to remove any obstacles that got in the way.

This may sound like common sense, but frankly, in my expe-

rience, very few managers do this as well as they might. This is

often because of a perceived lack of time or pressure from above to

move fast. Some managers pay lip service to the idea that “every-

one has a voice,” but they don’t create environments in which

people dare to talk about what really matters, or they ignore view-

points that aren’t convenient.
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Josh, though, strives to build the kinds of relationships where

people feel empowered and comfortable speaking candidly.

Team members talked with Josh about roadblocks and aspects

of their work that made their jobs challenging, things like pro-

cesses and policies that needed to be refreshed so D&B could

move even faster. This struck a chord for Josh because it flew in

the face of another one of his core values: “It’s tough for me to

see bureaucracy get in the way of achieving outcomes. I want



a fast-paced, fast-moving, decisive, highly autonomous culture

and a work environment that’s incredibly productive as a result.

From my own personal experience, when there’s a policy that is

unnecessarily restrictive and causes work-arounds, the intention

of the policy is suboptimized and can significantly hamper both

the productivity and the morale of the company. I care about

the people I work with, and cannot stand to see them chal-

lenged by unnecessary policies and processes. As a leader, my

voice is important in ensuring that our policies and processes do

what they are intended to do in the most effective ways possible.

I couple this with my belief in listening to team members and

enabling them to find and implement solutions that will most

effectively achieve our company’s purpose.”

Josh acted on his values to create a clear path for change—one

that allowed people to do more of what they loved. He essentially

did job crafting on an organizational level. For example, he broke

down traditional lines of communication so anyone, anywhere,

who needed senior management help with a client could get it with

a simple phone call. He also did a few things that seemed symbolic

but were expressions of his core values. He became a champion for



policies such as unlimited sick time and a more relaxed dress code

that allowed people to wear clothes that were suitable to the work

they were doing on a given day. His commitment to respect and

compassion as fundamental human rights helped people see him
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as someone with integrity, someone willing to always do the right

thing for the people—honoring their identity and talents.

It wasn’t all fun, of course. The journey of a business trans-

formation is arduous. Josh was putting in long hours and the

work was intense. Understandably, team members struggled with

ongoing change: there was little respite and the pressures multi-

plied. Josh knew that everyone was working hard but he felt that

despite everyone’s efforts things weren’t moving fast enough. He

found himself a bit more on guard than usual, which was unlike

him. He began to wonder if the teams were growing weary and

uninspired and he also sensed that people might be holding back

their thoughts and frustrations from him.

As he reflected on the team’s hard work and the situation, Josh



realized that he had become a bit less focused on team members’

concerns and worries. So, he quickly shifted his mindset to place

his values front and center. First, he reemphasized his belief in the
importance of valuing people—which to Josh means respecting

them, caring about them, and seeking to understand their per-

spectives. He also recommitted to creating an environment where

work processes were simple and straightforward. And, as he put it,

“Another core value is the belief in the fundamental goodness of

people.” Josh explained to me, “I believe that people are inherently

trustworthy, and that has shaped my view of everything I do at

work.” By reconnecting to these core values, Josh was able to ensure

that the relationships he had with his team members were fortified.

The level of candor increased and remained high, and people felt

that their ideas were heard and that they mattered. Even amidst

this challenging time, Josh’s leaders and team members remained

inspired by him. They also remained dedicated to their collective

successes and empowered to further transform the company.

By focusing on his values, Josh excelled at his job as a

leader. He was resilient when business challenges emerged and he
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remained deeply motivated to lead and support his team members

to achieve their aims. This is what purpose does for us at work: it

drives us toward what we value.

activate Your emotional Intelligence

We spend a lot of time and energy at work trying to understand

our strengths and weaknesses so we can perform better and

be successful. As important as this is, it pales in comparison to

understanding our values. This knowledge, I believe, is the most

important aspect of self-awareness when it comes to being

happier at work.

1. List five values that define who you are (hint: one

way to tell is to imagine if it was taken away from you

or if you were forbidden to believe as you do or live

according to this value). Now, list five more for a total

of ten core values. Circle those that have led you to the

work you do today.

2. For each of the values that led you to your job or

career, write some notes about how you can express

this value so your work feels more like a calling and less



like “just a job” or a career.

3. Now, reflect on and write some notes about which

aspects of your work align with your view of your purpose

in life. Remember, it’s not always the big things (e.g., “I

work for the United Nations in support of human rights”).

More often it’s the small, ordinary things like “Every day I

can find ways to help people learn and grow.”
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Purpose: Motivation from Within

Motivation that comes from inside us is a far more potent force

than any carrot or stick used by our boss or the company. This

flies in the face of what we’ve been taught—that if our manager

offers us more money, better assignments, a promotion, we will

do what we are told and perform at our best. This couldn’t be

further from the truth. Studies show that people actually become

less interested in tasks when they are externally rewarded.11 It’s

true—try rewarding a child for what he likes to do. Over time,

that child will lose interest in things he once loved and only do it



to get “paid.”12

Real rewards, the kind that help us sustain commitment,

engagement, and happiness, come from within us.13 That’s why

purpose is such a powerful motivator. The deep and abiding

belief that what we do has meaning is the kind of internal driver

that makes everything we do feel worthwhile. And, like Josh

and the people who work for him, we also want to have control

over how we enact our purpose. We want to be empowered to

make decisions and allowed to figure out how to work smart. We

want the freedom to do things in ways that support our values.

We want to learn along the way, to become competent and able

to fully accomplish our daily tasks to our own high standards.

Ultimately, we want to become masterful. We want to do all of

this in the company of people we like and respect—and who

return the sentiments.14

To be happy at work, we need to make a difference. We need to

be consciously attending to and enacting what we find to be inher-

ently worthwhile—our values and beliefs. These will be different
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for every person, and they’re often very private because they are

derived from our upbringing and the culture of our families and

communities. It may seem difficult—even dangerous—to bring

such personal aspects of ourselves to work. I think, though, that

fear has pushed us too far toward trying to keep our personal

values out of the workplace. This is not usually possible, anyway:

values tend to show up in how we work. We are better off if we

can find a way to incorporate what we care about into our day-

to-day work.

Transforming Personal Values

So They Work at Work

Nikki Deskovich is the vice president of talent management and

organizational effectiveness at Eaton, a global power management

company. She finds her job deeply satisfying, in part because she

is able to see a link between a core, personal value and her daily

activities.15

Nikki hates waste. “I recycled long before it was popular,

bought a hybrid car as soon as they came out, and I always try to

be as efficient as possible so I don’t waste my own or other people’s time.”
More than anything, though, Nikki hates to see human



potential squandered. She believes it’s her responsibility to help

people discover who and what they can be.

As part of her job, Nikki helps people make career choices that

benefit them personally while helping the company, too. This

isn’t always easy. However, when acting from our values, we often

find the courage to take a chance—to step out of the ordinary

response to a problem and look for a solution that will be better
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for everyone. This is what Nikki did with a person she coached a

few years ago.

This man was good at his job, and the company was perfectly

happy for him to remain in a role that he felt he’d outgrown.

He was bored, sure, but he was fine with staying put because, as

Nikki explains, “He didn’t think he was cut out for something

bigger, especially a leadership role.” He had settled.

Some talent managers would have seen this as a win-win:

the company was getting what it needed, and the man was

comfortable, even if the role had become “just a job” to him.



Nikki helped him see, however, that by choosing to plateau, he

was shortchanging himself and that a company suffers in the

long run when people’s talents are wasted. They spent many

hours working through the pluses and minuses of seeking a

promotion. Through these conversations, he came to under-

stand that he wasn’t satisfied coming to work every day to just

do the job and he was becoming demoralized. Ultimately, he

took the risk. He applied for—and got—a transfer to another

division where he’d have the opportunity to move up and grow

as a leader.

Nikki recently received an email from him with the news that

he’d gotten yet another promotion and that he was truly happy

with his new career. Before working with her, he wrote, he’d never

even considered a senior leadership role and hadn’t wanted to take

the risk of shifting to an entirely new area of the business. She had helped
him find his calling.

Nikki’s impact on this man’s life was the direct result of her

belief that no one should waste their time, their talents, or their

lives. Expressing this value at work helps her experience her work as a
calling. Putting values and purpose first also helps her to be

a better leader; in helping others reach their potential, she helps



the company overall.
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Learn How to Bring Your Values to Work—

Without Getting Yourself in Trouble

What Nikki did—expressing personal values at work—is not

always easy to do. Sometimes our values don’t align with our

organization’s values, so we have to make a calculation about

which values we can bring—and which we can’t.

Deciding which values to share and which to keep to our-

selves requires understanding others’ beliefs. We don’t all hold

the same truths to be self-evident, and if we were to insist on

sharing everything, or insist that everyone see things as we do,

we wouldn’t get a lot done because we’d constantly be in conflict

over whose beliefs should be paramount, whose subservient. But

we also can’t pretend these differences don’t exist. Talking about

our values helps us to understand one another and work better

together. It also helps us to create environments where everyone

feels respected.



Still, the reality is that sometimes, we and our values just don’t

fit in certain workplaces. That’s where social awareness comes in.

We’ve got to be able to read people, cultures, and organizations

in order to understand how—or if—we can bring our values to

work. This is particularly important when we are looking for a

job with a new company, and, unfortunately, it’s something we

often ignore.

I once joined a company because it was prestigious and reputed

to be top in the industry. I was honored that it wanted me. But

I had stars in my eyes, and I quickly found out that I’d made a

big mistake. I simply didn’t agree with many of the fundamental

values that drove the people in the company. I didn’t like the way

people were treated (myself included). The hypercompetitive-

ness among managers seemed destructive. I thought I could just
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leave my values at home, and I faked it for a while, but I became

increasingly unhappy. I eventually quit. If I hadn’t, I probably

would’ve been fired.



Leaving a job where there is a mismatch in values isn’t always

the only—or right—solution. If you want to bring more of your

core self—your core values—to work, there are two things you

can do. First, figure out what you care most about. One way to

begin this process is to reflect on what you get excited about, what

makes you proud. You can also spot values by examining what

makes you uncomfortable or what makes you feel as if you are

compromising in a way that does not feel good.

Next, examine your values and compare them with what we

call “universal values.” Universal values are those that most peo-

ple, in most parts of the world, would agree are important and

fundamental to a happy life. Honesty, integrity, compassion, fair-

ness, respect, loyalty, responsibility, trustworthiness, generosity,

freedom, and democracy usually make the list.16 Surely, some of

your personal values fit with one or more of these, and hope-

fully your organization supports many of them. Your task, then,

is to use your social awareness to read your environment and put

the puzzle together. This will help you discover which of your

personal values align with those of the organization—and which

really do not.



Both Josh and Nikki have learned how to transform their

personal values into behaviors that have positive impact on the

people they care about, employees, clients, and their companies.

As Josh puts it, “I try to approach everything I do with an inten-

tion of creating the biggest impact in the moment for myself and

for the people with me, and in turn, myself. If I’m with my kids

and I’m coaching their team, I remind myself of my intentions:

‘Do all the kids leave having had fun? Have they learned some-

thing?’ The same applies at work. When I see people walking in
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in the morning, do they look excited about what’s possible today?

When I see them during the day, do they seem to be gaining

energy and feeling empowered? And when they leave, do they

look like they feel they have made a difference?”

There’s another theme in Nikki’s and Josh’s stories, too: hav-

ing an impact on something or someone we care about. When

you can live your values and you know you’re making a differ-

ence, your work has that much more meaning.



The Power of Positive Impact:

Making a Difference at Work

My friend Mark McCord-Amasis is the vice president of real

estate and facilities for the R&D divisions of GlaxoSmithKline

(GSK).17 The science of drug development has changed dramati-

cally in the last few decades, but in many companies, R&D facil-

ities haven’t kept pace. GSK was no different, and it was time to

move decisively to design research space that fit how scientists

work today. Mark was asked to find a sustainable solution to this

challenge.

Like Josh, he didn’t jump immediately into action. Instead, he

spoke with leaders, scientists, and lab technicians about what was

working and what wasn’t. He investigated historical approaches

to lab design. He reviewed studies on how people use space at

GSK, looked at labs in adjacent fields, and reviewed real estate

costs across the company. And he observed and assessed how sci-

entists worked day to day in the laboratory environment.

Through this research, Mark discovered that the labs were

designed to support researchers sitting at benches working alone.

That’s not how scientists work today. There is a great deal more



technology—automation, for example. People now need to
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harvest large amounts of data and collaborate with other scientists

to make sense of that information. Much of R&D is iterative in

nature, requiring scientists to work in groups in an environment

that supports a variety of technologies, flexible teamwork, and

access to what they need when they need it.

In response to these changes, Mark and his team came up

with an innovative lab design that became known as “SMART

Labs”—a new approach to facility design.18 “SMART Labs,”

Mark told me, “need to be a collaborative space that supported

interdisciplinary work. They need to be flexible to adjust to a

dynamic R&D environment. They need to be efficient, effective,

and they need to be able to tell the story of what GSK is doing.”

It makes sense to inspire employees everywhere by making the

science visible. In the new design, the labs would be in the central

part of GSK’s building with glass walls so employees could see the

heart of the company—science in action.



Mark executed this vision carefully and thoughtfully, tending

to the ever-important people side of change. “Space is very emo-

tional for people,” Mark says. He had to get buy-in from every-

one, starting with senior management. This meant that he had

to start by working with people to help them see that while they

might have to give up that treasured private office, the benefits of

the new design far outweighed the sacrifices. Mark accomplished

this in a very practical way: he and his team launched demo proj-

ects that allowed influential leaders to try out the new labs before

they committed. First, one hesitant leader tried the new space and

liked it. Then, a prominent scientist had a good experience in a

new lab as well.

Soon the word got out, and the demand for SMART Labs sky-

rocketed. The labs have been a success. “You can actually see signif-

icant change in how people behave, how people interact with one

another, and also in the business processes,” he explains.
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Mark has visible evidence of his work; he can literally see



SMART Labs at GSK, something he finds deeply gratifying. He

knows he’s made an important difference to the company’s bot-

tom line, helped thousands of people do their jobs better, and

enabled scientists to develop drugs and products faster and more

safely. All of this work has deep meaning for him. “At the end

of every wrench, there’s a patient,” he says. For him, every piece

of equipment, every room, and every person working to develop

new drugs has the potential to improve the lives of millions of

people, and he can help them get there.19

Mark is making a difference. He’s having impact. And he’s

doing it while also supporting his company’s mission. He’s part of

something bigger than himself.

Does Mission Matter to Our

Sense of Purpose at Work?

People want to feel that their work is linked to a larger, noble pur-

pose, like Mark’s is, and that their company’s mission is meaning-

ful.20 But often these missions don’t inspire people the way leaders

hope they will. Sometimes they do the opposite. This is because a

lofty, distant organizational mission can’t replace the need to live

our values and have a personal impact on something that matters to us.
And, too many companies say they stand for one thing but



call on us to behave in ways that contradict the mission under

pressure or in crises.

Take oil companies. They provide the world with energy. That’s

a good—even noble—thing. But when the pressure for profit cre-

ates a culture in which people are afraid to speak up, the dom-

inoes fall. Consider the Deepwater Horizon disaster, one of the

costliest oil spills in history.21 The impact to the environment was
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immediately devastating; long term, there are sure to be lasting

effects. The company’s reputation was badly damaged, of course,

while inside, employees struggled to explain what happened.

Even when a failure to live up to the mission doesn’t result in

a crisis, many companies place purpose after profit. What can we

do? Quit? Most of us can’t—or don’t want to.

The solution is to find something to love in our company’s mis-

sion. It’s almost always possible to connect with an aspect of your

company’s mission or work that you admire. Most companies,

even the most flawed or market driven, have at their very core a



noble purpose—a reason for existing that is useful to society.

I remember a conversation with a colleague, “Jorge,” a few

years back. At the time, he worked for a food production com-

pany whose primary business was cultivating and selling vegeta-

bles to fast-food restaurants. The mission it touted had something

to do with “feeding the world,” which sounds great. However,

Jorge was more than ambivalent about the value of fast food. He

struggled with the disconnect and even thought about leaving

his job. That was an unrealistic choice for him at the time, so he

tried to find something that he could relate to, something that

made him proud. Jorge recognized that his division was actually

at the forefront of research on fertilizers that do less harm to the

environment—and human beings. It was beginning to introduce

new products to parts of the world where people were literally

starving. Once he shifted his perspective to focus on what his

division actually did, he found peace.

You can almost surely find some part of your company’s mission

that you can support or even celebrate—aspects of the mission that

link to your values and make you feel that what you do matters. If,

like Jorge, Nikki, Josh, and Mark, you are able to connect what you



do with what your company—at its best—strives to do, then you

will feel that your efforts are worthwhile and your work meaningful.
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Practical Ways to Find

Purpose in Your Work

What can you actually do to find more meaning? Here are some

suggestions I’ve tried myself or learned from the people I’ve

worked with over the years.

Make, Create, and Innovate

Human beings are inherently creative. We like to innovate, see

new ways of doing things, and engage in activities that result in

something that didn’t exist before. For some people, that might

be writing code for an app, creating a presentation, or developing

a new product. Others build, paint, or design.

For many years, we’ve known that we care more about the

quality of our work when we see the fruits of our labor than

when we’re told to move widgets from one part of a machine to

another. Car manufacturers now know to celebrate completed



automobiles, not just expect line workers to be satisfied with

putting a screw in the left fender. This is exactly why Mark and

his team at GSK redesigned the company’s facilities so that lab

space is designed so that all employees—from an administrative

assistant to a senior executive—have a clear line of sight into the

labs and therefore have daily exposure to the company’s exciting,

cutting-edge scientific research.

There’s more than just creating something, however. We

want to make things that will last. Duke University professor Dan Ariely
proved the importance of creating things that last

at work in a study he conducted about what makes work mean-

ingful. The researchers asked two groups of people to build fig-

ures with Legos. In both tests, participants were paid decreasing
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amounts for each subsequent figure: $3 for the first one, $2.70

for the next one, and so on. One group’s creations were stored

under the table, to be disassembled at the end of the experiment,

but the other group’s figures were disassembled as soon as they’d

been built. The group that knew their creations were going to



last made eleven figures on average, while the second group made

only seven before they quit.22 As Ariely said when discussing the

research, “These experiments clearly demonstrate what many of

us have known intuitively for some time. Doing meaningful work

is rewarding in itself, and we are willing to do more work for less

pay when we feel our work has some sort of purpose, no matter

how small.”23

We find meaning in the act of creating something that has

utility to others—something that will last. Here are several things

you can do to serve your need to create at work:

• Keep your eyes open for opportunities to join a group

that is exploring a new idea or trying to solve a problem.

Consider volunteering to run a team to tackle a project

that no one else has time to complete.

• Find a way to track accomplishments and even activities

that link to your values and/or make you feel as if you are

contributing to something important. It is best to do this

in a form that you can visualize, not just a list.

• Experiment with developing new processes to get work done.

Share your successes with colleagues and your boss when



you feel you’ve got something that will make a big difference

to people’s ability to work efficiently and effectively.

• Think about an important project you’ve worked on this

year. What changed because of your and others’ efforts?
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Fix Problems and Contribute to the Greater Good

Many of us enjoy fixing problems. And, virtually everyone takes

great pride in finding solutions and making things work more

smoothly, whether it’s better organizing our work space, rem-

edying a broken process, or repairing a damaged relationship.

Here’s how you can act on your values to fix things at work:

• Don’t blame others for inefficient, broken work systems

and processes. Don’t curse the proverbial “them” or wait

for someone else to fix everything. They won’t. You can.

• Don’t be resigned to the way things have always been.

Accept that most organizations are rife with old, worn-

out, and inefficient processes and pick some to fix. Ask

yourself: “What’s the problem? What do I have some



control over? What piece of a big problem do I touch

directly? Where can I take action?” Generally speaking,

no one will give you the authority to fix everything

around you. But most of us have a lot more control than

we think we do, and we have a lot more latitude to take

action, too.

• Start small. You may not be able to fix an entire,

convoluted budgeting process, but maybe you can change

one report or form that will make your—and everyone

else’s—life better. One of my colleagues at a large academic

institution inherited a nonsensical financial management

system that made it impossible to track expenditures

during the year. She couldn’t change the institution’s

accounting system or influence her division’s finance office.

But she found that by simply adding two categories and
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using existing budget codes, tracking became far more

accurate. When you make small but important changes



like this, others will often become inspired and dare to

make their own small improvements as well.

Find Purpose in Resonant Relationships

The very act of helping or supporting people can counteract the

feeling that we’re toiling at a meaningless job. Because we’re so

rarely working alone anymore, positively engaging with people

may be the easiest way to express our values at work. Resonant

relationships make us feel good and get more done because we are

connected to and respectful of one another.24

And the added benefit? People who give generously of them-

selves are actually more successful than those who sneak, connive,

and take.25 Altruism makes us happy, and it contributes to suc-

cess, too.26

Engaging your emotional intelligence to build strong and pow-

erful connections creates resonance in your relationships, on your

team, and in your organization. You and the people around you

will experience more positive relationships, and you’ll all be more

successful. Here are a few things you can do to build the kind of

relationships that give your work meaning:

• Regularly ask yourself whether you are expressing your



values in your relationships at work. Make a list of the

values that you hold dear and that have a positive impact on

others—kindness, trust, generosity—and make an effort to

infuse your interactions with more. You can do this in ways

that don’t take much (if any) extra time: start an email with

a warm greeting and a question about someone’s weekend,

family, or pet project; share information more widely than
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you “have” to if it will make people’s work easier. When you

ask someone, “How are you?” stop and listen to the answer.

Even ask a follow-up question.

• Offer to help with unsavory tasks, not just the fun stuff

(and don’t ever signal that a task is beneath you). It may

be hard to find the time to help others, but research shows

that giving away your time to help someone else makes you

feel less rushed.27

• Build up that proverbial emotional bank account: put more

good stuff into your relationships than you take out as a



result of stress, conflict, and misunderstandings.

On the Road to Mastery: Set and

Achieve Learning Goals

You can also find meaning at work by setting and achieving

learning goals. These are not the same as performance goals: they

have to do with acquiring new knowledge or skills, getting bet-

ter at something that you care about, and mastering your craft.

They’re inspiring because they’re tied to what you find important,

not what others tell you to be, to learn, or to do. Here are several

things to try when setting learning goals:

• Take a look at your current projects. Is there something

you can do to move beyond a just-get-it-done mentality

and enable you to learn new skills? Or can you set your

sights higher than usual and strive for a standard that will

require you to really stretch?

• Identify one or two things that you want to learn more about.

Choose things that will help you better express your values at

work. Outside of work if necessary, invest time and energy in
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reading or talking with more experienced people and experts.

Then, experiment. If it’s really something new—a brand-new

skill, for example—you’re likely to make mistakes. Be kind to

yourself when this happens. And be smart. Practice in a safe

environment, not on that big, visible project.

• Find a friend at work with whom you can set goals, and

keep each other accountable. When we do this with

and for one another, not only do we strengthen our

relationship, we increase the likelihood that we will indeed

have an impact on people and even our company.

It’s possible, and essential, to have a deep and personal connection

to our work, no matter what we do. We can learn to direct our energy

and our talents toward something that’s meaningful to us—at work

as much as in our personal lives. We can see our work as an expres-

sion of our most cherished values, and by acting on those values, we

can have a positive impact on ourselves, the people we work with, our
communities, and the world. This impact is within reach if we look

for ways to innovate at work, seek out new ways of doing things, or

volunteer to fix problems that others are unwilling to take on.

Purpose is powerful. When we experience our work as mean-



ingful, life looks brighter. It is easier to see (and to tell people) why we do
what we do, and it’s also easier to stay the course even when

things are difficult and challenging. Purpose guides our thoughts

and actions in the present, and it guides us toward the future, too.

Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice

Living your values at work and having a positive impact on

something or someone you care about contributes to your
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experience of deeply meaningful work. In these exercises, you

will have the chance to increase your happiness by exploring

your purpose.

Your Purpose and Your Organization’s Values

Your goal may be to find a job in a company that shares all of your values.
But that sort of company is very rare. Most of us

are in a situation where we can live only some of our values

and can have impact in some ways that are meaningful to us.

A realistic goal, then, is to be part of a company that enables

us to live our most important values, to act in a way that is

fulfilling to us, most of the time. To determine where you are,



try this exercise:

1. Find a written statement or list of your organization’s

values, if it exists. If it doesn’t, review some of your

leaders’ speeches, talks, and other correspondence

to employees. Take a look at the human resources

policies and orientation process, too. Now, draft a list

of your organization’s espoused values: what it says it

stands for.

2. Next, draft a list of the values that actually drive your organization. Some
hints for how to tell what these

“hidden” values include:

• Observe how people communicate with one another

in person, on the phone, and over email and text.

What do they prioritize—completing tasks or caring

for others? Are people considerate, engaging, rude, or

abrupt?
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• Reflect on how people at different levels interact

with one another. Are people with more seniority



or bigger titles given more respect or let off the

hook more easily when they make mistakes? Or, are

people treated more or less the same, no matter

what job they have?

• Ask yourself: What is the real goal of my organization?

Is it profit? Is it service and contribution? Is it

innovation?

3. Now, compare your assessment of your organization’s

espoused and actual values with your values. Where are

the similarities and differences? How do you feel about

what you have discovered? What can you do to leverage

similarities and mitigate conflicts between your and your

company’s values?

Discovering Your Cal ing in

What You Are Doing Now

There’s almost always something about what we do at work,

our company’s mission, or the people we work with that aligns

with our noble purpose in life. But, it’s not always easy to fig-

ure out what that is. Sometimes it’s even harder to determine

how to magnify the best parts of the job while minimizing



those we don’t like—or what’s counter to our values. This

exercise will help you find those aspects of your day-to-day

job that make you proud to live your values at work, proud to

have positive impact.

To discover how to experience your work as more mean-

ingful, consider three things: what you actually do every day;
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your relationships at work; and what you are collectively try-

ing to achieve.

1. YOUR ACTUAL WORK. Call to mind a time in the recent

past when you felt proud of what you’d done at work.

Maybe you went above and beyond and did a better

job than was really needed, and it felt great. Maybe you

became engrossed in a task or a project to the point that

you couldn’t stop thinking about it and you couldn’t wait

to get back to it. Now, analyze this situation: What was

it about the work that made you feel so good? Which of

your values were enabled and allowed to come to the



fore? What kind of impact did you have, and why is that

important?

2. YOUR RELATIONSHIPS. Draw a map of your social

world at work. Start by writing your name in the center

of your map. Then, put the names of people you like

close to you. Put the names of people you have difficult

relationships (or those you don’t trust) further away.

Try to include as many people as possible. Now, choose

a few people on both sides—those you have good

relationships with and those you don’t. For each person,

write actions you have taken that were intended to help

and support each of these individuals. Try to remember

even small actions—a smile for that grumpy coworker

every morning; (gladly) finishing the report for your

colleague when he was down with the flu; connecting

your boss with someone you know who shares her

outside-of-work interests. Now, look for patterns in the

actions you take with people you like and even those you

don’t care for as much. What do you really like to do for
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and with people? What habits do you have that make

you proud?

3. WHAT WE ARE TRYING TO DO IN THE WORLD. Most

of us want to do something important and good for

someone or something. What good is your organization

trying to do? Start with the mission, if you like, but go

further. What are some of your company’s values that

drive everyone, collectively, to have a positive impact?

Make two lists. One list can include what you are trying

to do for “outsiders.” What are you trying to give to your

customers? How are you trying to help and support the

well-being of the communities where you work or where

you sell your goods or services? How are you trying to

support the natural environment, or where are you trying

to rectify negative impact on the climate? The other list

will include things you are collectively trying to do for

“insiders.” What are you committed to doing to ensure

that all people are treated equally, for example?



Something in this review and analysis of what’s important

to you at work will hopefully strike a chord with you and make

you feel as if you have a real opportunity to live your values

every single day and to have a positive impact. So, now you

can do part four of the exercise by writing about what you see

when you look at what’s important to you, starting with:

4. “For all the ups and downs of my job and my career, I

can experience my work as a calling. The way I can do

this, if I choose, is to focus on . . .”
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the power of hope

Optimism Sparks Action

Gina Boswell is general manager of Unilever’s UK and Ireland

business—the company’s fourth-largest market and the “jewel in

the crown” of the Dutch-Anglo consumer goods giant.1 When

Gina took over this division, Unilever was trying to decide what

to do about one of its best-known marketing campaigns.

Several years before Gina joined the company, Unilever had taken



on the advertising world when it launched a campaign for Dove, a

brand that includes soaps, lotions, and other personal care products

for women. The new ads on billboards and television shocked

people. Gone were the very young, rail-thin models. In their place

were confident, beautiful women of all sizes, colors, and ages.

The images were relatable: women saw themselves in the ads;

men saw their loved ones and friends. Children saw their mothers,

aunties, and grandmothers.2 Finally, a company was challenging

the long-held beliefs that women buy products that show how

they should look, not as they actually look. The campaign was a

massive success.
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Other companies soon jumped on the all-women-are-beautiful

bandwagon, making it harder to differentiate Dove products, so

Gina and her team were on point to decide what to do to sustain

the momentum. The question on the table was whether or not to

stay with the original campaign: Should they continue trying to

reach customers through the realistic images of women? Or was



it time to try something new?

Gina felt that Unilever should stick to the message and con-

tinue to lead the revolution it had started. Her reasons were

grounded in facts: sales were robust, and brand awareness had

skyrocketed. Moreover, employees were proud to be part of such

a revolutionary effort, as she was herself. She believed that all in

all, the campaign still had a lot to offer.

This business decision became more meaningful and highly

personal for Gina when, to her dismay and surprise, her daughter

began to struggle with an eating disorder. Gina knew well that

these disorders are often linked to young women’s attempts to live

up to society’s unrealistic images of the female body, exactly what

the Dove campaign was fighting to change.3

In the coming months, Gina’s daughter found her way

through this challenging and all-too-common illness. With

her mother’s support and the help of family and top-notch

professionals, she charted a path to a healthy and happy life.

Meanwhile, Gina became even more committed to finding

ways to encourage women with the refrain, “You are beautiful

and worthy. You can do and be anything.” Empowering women



by helping them feel strong and beautiful is how Gina intends

to help make the world better for her daughters and for girls

everywhere.

Gina’s vision is rooted in her personal values and what she

wants for her family and loved ones. But there’s more. Gina is

envisioning the kind of world she wants to see for everyone,
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and her work supports her to realize this dream. She said, “We

need to start with what women need at the most basic level,

which is to feel good about who we are. We need to feel good

about our opportunities. We need to feel confident that we are

worthwhile.” Gina went on to say that when women begin to

feel confident and worthy, they are able to look to the future

for opportunities—to pull themselves up, seek education, and

find new and better employment and advancement at work.

With this vision at the forefront, she vowed to expand the Dove

message and to look for other ways to support women in their

lives and at work.



Realizing such a grand vision is difficult and takes time, but

Gina’s dream feeds her passion, intellect, and resilience. So with

the same strength that she drew on when her daughter was ill,

she focuses on possibilities rather than problems. “You can see

the glass as half empty and say that the world’s going to hell in a

handbasket or you can choose hope and optimism. I’m proud to

be working on something that is going to be part of the solution,

something that is going to have an impact on so many lives. Bit

by bit, if you remove the barriers for women, you can take the

world to a better place,” she said.

Gina’s belief in a better future for women around the world

inspires her every day—at home and at work. Hope fuels her

desire to excel in her job, and her vision helps her guide employ-

ees as they push forward day to day and quarter to quarter, while

also inspiring them to see how their personal hopes and dreams

dovetail with where the company is going.

Hope is the starting point for creating a future that is bet-

ter than today. It encourages us to dig deep down inside our-

selves to find our most unique talents and gifts and to use all

of our resources to help us along the way. Whatever difficulties



we face—whether it’s a health issue or a loss or a setback at

Chapter_04.indd Page 89

21/06/17 7:10 PM

90 hOW tO Be happY at WOrK

work—the hope that tomorrow will be better is what helps us

get up every morning, put one foot in front of the other, and

carry on. And, when we believe that things will get better, they

often do. That’s because a hopeful, captivating, and personally

compelling vision makes us feel strong, powerful, and in con-

trol. We are motivated to face up to our present challenges and

even our fears and to take steps toward the future we want for

ourselves and others.

Hope is at the heart of happiness at work, just as it is in life. In

this chapter, I’ll discuss why it’s so important, starting with how

hope affects our brains, behaviors, and outcomes. I’ll talk about

how we can cultivate hope by learning to be more optimistic, even

when work and life are tough. Then, I will explain the elements

of hope—a vision, paths to the future, and self-empowerment.

You will see how hope changes the world and our lives at work,

too. At the end of the chapter, I will turn to practical, concrete



actions you can take to focus on hope as a way to become happier

at work.

How Hope Works

Think about a project at work that you are passionately commit-

ted to—one that means a lot to you. Now imagine that you’ve

recently made a decision to slow the project down—to get it right

rather than just get it done. Your boss doesn’t agree. He just wants

it finished and isn’t concerned about cutting corners. If you are

like most people, you’ll immediately feel defensive. Something

you care about is under attack.

As you conjure up all the bad things that could happen, you

get scared. You’re mad, too, and you start to second-guess your
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decision. Then the mama or papa bear inside you comes out

to protect everyone on your team. At this point, you are not

thinking clearly, you can’t easily access reason and rational-

ity, and you probably won’t make very good decisions about

what to do. You’re in the throes of an amygdala hijack—that



state when the limbic brain (what some people call the reptil-

ian brain) is in charge and your higher-order thought processes

shut down.4

When we’re angry or frightened, our thinking brain is essen-

tially kidnapped and gagged by our limbic brain. In this state,

we are guided by survival instincts. Our manager—or whoever is

threatening us—begins to looks suspiciously like a saber-toothed

tiger. We act to save ourselves and to hell with the consequences.

This is when we are likely to do crazy things like yell, ice people

out, or pick a fight.5

Fortunately, the exact opposite happens when we experience

hope. Let’s say that instead of telling you, “Just get that project

done,” your manager asks what you will accomplish by slowing

down. You share your expectations for the impact the project can

have, if it’s done right. He’s interested and sees the logic of your

vision, so the two of you spend time problem solving. Now, you’re

hopeful, not scared. Your hopefulness actually helps you think

more clearly. Your creativity is at the fore, as is your ability to

adapt and change some of your goals. You come up with a plan

to give your manager what he needs to make his boss happy, and



you buy more time to do the project right.

Most of the time, we think of hope as something that happens

as a result of what we think and how we feel. And, as the exam-

ple shows, hope does indeed emerge from our feelings, thoughts,

and interpretations of our experiences. But it also works the

other way around: hope can change our brain chemistry and,
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hence, our feelings, thoughts, and actions. This happens in part

because hope affects the human nervous system. With hope, the

stress response diminishes: our breathing slows, muscles relax,

and blood pressure drops. This has obvious physical benefits,

and our immune system even functions better. The physiolog-

ical changes linked to hope also help us manage our emotions,

especially emotions like anger and frustration that push us into

amygdala hijack. We put unreasonable fears to rest, begin to see

humor in situations, and tap into enthusiasm and energy.6

When we are hopeful, then, we are better able to access our

knowledge and intellect, use our emotional intelligence, and rely



on our intuition. We are more open and willing to consider new

and different ways to reach our goals and have the emotional

wherewithal to deal with challenges and problems. Hope fuels

courage, too, which allows us to take risks. When a few of those

risks pay off, we feel more in control of our destiny. We are even

more likely to see people’s actions as positively motivated. And,

when we are hopeful, people are more likely to be drawn to us.7

Hope is a powerful human experience. It helps us in every aspect

of our lives, including what we do and accomplish at work—and

how happy we are at work. When we are hopeful, we can see

ourselves as more potent in the world and more able to have an

impact on our future. How, then, can we become more hopeful?

One way is to deliberately become more optimistic. Optimism is

a crucial component of hope, and it’s something we can learn.8

Optimism: A Component of

Hope That We Can Learn

Optimism fuels hope and is linked to a host of positive

benefits such as happiness, resilience, and the ability to
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handle stress productively. Those of us who approach life

with optimism and a positive outlook suffer less from anxi-

ety and depression, generally take better care of our health,

recover more quickly from illnesses, and live longer. Optimistic

people also see problems as temporary challenges to over-

come, whereas pessimists often see problems as long term and

unfixable.9

We often hear people described as fully one or the other—

optimistic or pessimistic. We talk about it as if it’s fixed and can’t change,
as if we are born one way or the other. Psychologists,

however, believe that we are born with a slight tendency toward

optimism or pessimism, but most of how we approach life and the

future is learned.10 Nature plays a small part in whether we see the

glass as half full, but nurture—our lives and experiences—plays

a much bigger role.

Learning to be more or less optimistic starts in childhood

when our experiences begin to frame our expectations. Over

time, we learn to anticipate happy endings or disappointments.

This is why creating environments where children can expect

their dreams to become reality is one of the greatest gifts a par-



ent can give a child.

Throughout our lives, we continue to learn to see the present

and the future as either ripe with possibilities or fraught with dan-

ger. By the time we are adults, our outlook—whether positive,

cautious, or pessimistic—is a habit. It is like a favorite sweater: it feels
comfortable and we wear it often.

The good news is that even people who tend to be more

cautious and pessimistic can develop and enhance the capacity

for having and sharing a positive outlook. One of the ways to

do this is to train ourselves to think constructively about the

past.11
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Positive Memories Spark Optimism,

Hope, and Confidence

Going back through your memories while being fully in the

present and also thinking about the future is what scientists call

“mental time travel.”12 This powerful human ability can trig-

ger optimism and hope when we are intentional about which

thoughts and memories we focus on.13 Consider my own story:



by the age of twenty-eight, I had three children, no money, and

no prospects. I was working as a community activist and I loved

it, but it was essentially volunteer work.

I was tired of being poor. But because I hadn’t gone to college,

I simply couldn’t get a decent job—one that I liked and also paid

a living wage. I knew I needed to go back to school, but I was

activate Your emotional Intelligence

Hope and optimism are like muscles: they get stronger and

more agile as we use them. To build these muscles, reflect on

the following two sets of questions.

Set One: Strengths and Memories Lead to Optimism

and Hope

1. Consider three key strengths that have always seemed

to help you a lot at work. Include at least one that is

related to emotional intelligence.

2. Now, write some notes about how you are actively using

these strengths in a difficult or exciting situation at work.

3. Finally, how could you use these strengths more to

enhance the outcome of that situation?
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Set Two: Shifting a Memory

1. Focus on a memory of a challenging work experience,

perhaps an experience where you failed to meet your

own or others’ expectations.

2. Now, review your list of strengths from the questions in

the first set. How did you employ these strengths in this

situation? Try not to give in to self-criticism. You almost

certainly tapped key strengths.

3. Finally, what makes you proud of yourself in this situation?

By answering these questions, you can begin to shift your

assessment of and your feelings about this situation. The next

time you think about what happened, try to start with this

more positive view.

stuck in a negative loop: How would I pay for college? How could

I possibly do the schoolwork with three children at home? Would

I really be able to handle the academics after being out of school

for so long?

I could’ve stayed stuck, but luckily I didn’t. Slowly, I began to



tap into memories of what I’d been like in high school. I remem-

bered that I’d actually loved school. I enjoyed working hard, get-

ting good grades, and being proud of what I had achieved. These

memories helped me feel more hopeful about my current situ-

ation, and I realized that the things that had served me well in

the past would likely serve me well again. I started believing that

going back to school and getting my degree, all while still being a

good mom, was actually a possibility.
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And that’s what I did. First, I enrolled in a community

college. I loved it, and within two semesters, I committed to

finding the money to go to a four-year program. I applied for

scholarships and grants. I worked out my schedule so that I’d be

home with the kids as much as possible. Thankfully, I had a lot

of support, especially from my sister, Samantha, who moved six

thousand miles to help me. College led me to graduate school,

and off I went. I was able to achieve all of this in large part by

remembering what had given me joy about being a student in



the past.

Taking control of our memories is key to optimism and a

more hopeful outlook. Naturally, we need to be a bit careful

when looking at the past, as our memories can be faulty. But—

and this is important—we can choose to view our memories

through a positive lens or a negative one. This choice deter-

mines how we feel about ourselves in retrospect. Our stance

also affects how we see ourselves today and what we believe the

future holds.

Obsessing about all the things that went wrong in the

past and imagining it will all happen again today or tomor-

row affects your ability to think, to process feelings, and to

act in ways that will help rather than hurt you. Taking a pos-

itive perspective, on the other hand, allows your memories to

ignite constructive feelings about the future, which in turn

permits you to focus on what’s possible and plan how to get

there. When you consciously direct your attention to your

past accomplishments and successes, you cultivate optimism

and increase the chances that you will see more creative possibil-

ities in your short- and long-term future. This means you will



have a better chance of turning those positive images into reality.

Optimism is powerful because of the way it makes us

feel. But, the elation and excitement we experience when our
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outlook is positive are just the start of hope. From here, we can

turn our attention to other key elements of hope: creating a

vision, planning, and taking actions to make the future come

alive.

Three Elements of Hope: Vision,

Plans, and Self-Empowerment

When we are hopeful, we experience a general sense of well-being.

In addition to this good feeling, hope includes three elements: a

personal vision of the future, something that matters vitally to

us; plans and the will to work hard to achieve goals; and self-

empowerment—a belief in our own ability to make things happen.14

Your Personal Vision

The largest, most successful companies are full of idealists

who dared to imagine they could do something new that no



one’s ever done before. Think about Oprah Winfrey or Mark

Zuckerberg. Or, consider Sara Blakely and Spanx. Then there’s

Bill Gates, who started Microsoft with a vision that someday

there would be a computer on every desk and in every home.

This was revolutionary at the time—and extremely hopeful—

but that vision is closer to reality than most people thought pos-

sible at the time.

It’s not just people with familiar names who dream big and

seek to make changes that matter. Without hard-working ide-

alists in companies and towns worldwide, there’d be no stories

about people finding a way from poverty to prosperity, from lone-

liness to a fulfilling, love-filled life. Without people like Gina

Boswell at Unilever, we’d have no significant social change, no
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big, market-changing innovations. Idealists like Gina see a future

that is worth fighting for, and they do something about it.

Idealists dare to dream.

Being an idealist prepares us to craft a full, robust vision of



the future for our lives, including, but not limited to, our work.

When you create a personal vision (as you will in chapter 6), you

start by reflecting deeply on what matters most to you. Getting

back in touch with your values and what you find meaningful in

life and at work grounds you in who you really are, as well as who

you hope to become. For most people, a personal vision includes

aspects of personal life like our relationships, family, and lifestyle as well as
health and well-being. It also includes aspects of life

that feed our soul: learning, maybe, or making a difference in our

community.

A personal vision includes work, too—what you love to do and

the outcomes you want to achieve. Work, like life, is where we feel

a sense of teleos: a purposeful progression toward something that matters.
Work is where we can reach our potential—and realize our dreams. It’s
where we grow, create, and make an impact,

where we use our intelligence, talents, and gifts.

When we talk about where people are in their careers, we

often use metaphors like, “She’s on the fast track.” Or perhaps

you think to yourself, “I’m ready for a big move.” We use similar

metaphors to describe what happens when people falter: “He’s

derailed,” “She’s plateaued,” “He’s gone as far as he can in this



company.” We use these descriptions for a reason: we are on a

journey at work. We want to know that as we progress, things

will get better.

A personal vision of the future that is grounded in what’s

important to you is the starting place for ensuring that your jour-

ney at work is fulfilling now and in the future. Such a vision is a

guiding light that can inspire you and support happiness as you
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move toward your ideal work life. Your vision also prepares you

to make practical plans to get there from here.

Your Plans and Pathways to the Future

The way we think when we are hopeful, scholars tell us, includes

“pathways thinking.”15 Pathways thinking is just what it sounds

like: imagining several paths toward the future. The paths we

see ahead of us include steps we need to take to prepare, as well

as goals and milestones. These are markers that help us to know

that we are making progress. Pathways thinking also helps us to

envision opportunities we may be able to take advantage of and



anticipate obstacles and barriers we may encounter.

To bring this to life for yourself, think about something you’d

like to see happen at work or in your career—something that

fits with a dream you have about the life you’d like to live in

the future. Maybe you want to become a senior manager in your

company, or you’d like to be part of the new product develop-

ment team. Maybe you even want to change careers.

Let’s take becoming a senior leader as an example to illustrate

how pathways thinking works. First, form an image in your mind

of aspects of the role that you’d love: influencing people, maybe

making strategic decisions, or being on a great team full of tal-

ented and smart people. Think too about what you’d get to do

and how the role would make work feel meaningful and rich.

This vision does two things: it sparks positive emotions, and it

gives you clarity about where you want to be in the future.

Next, ask yourself what you might have to do or learn in order

to get this new job. Do you need to get a graduate degree? Would

more experience in finance or leading a large project make you

more qualified for the role? Do you need more exposure to senior

management in your company? These are possible paths to your
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goal that you can consider—paths that you can prepare yourself

to take. Now, lay out a few goals along each path—milestones

you think you need to hit on the way. As you do, mentally catalog

personal resources—your experience and friends, for example—

that can support you, as well as obstacles (like paying for graduate

school) that you must overcome.

Creative, thoughtful plans make it more likely we will realize

our dreams. But, having a plan, no matter how good it is, can be

a problem if we allow ourselves to fixate on certain goals or on

just one path to the future. The world just doesn’t work like this,

and neither do people. Situations change, crises occur, and even

our personal visions shift over time. We need to be able to adapt,

to shift our plans, and to change paths as the need arises, and all

without losing faith in ourselves.

Self-Empowerment

Believing that we are potent actors in our lives and that we have

the ability to have an impact on our present and our future is



another element of hope. This is what scholars call agency think-

ing.16 Agency thinking includes self-empowerment—believing

that we have a reasonable amount of control over ourselves and

events and being willing to take action to realize our dream.

When we are self-empowered, we don’t wait around for others to

make things happen. We take charge of our lives and our dreams

with confidence and strength. When we feel this way about our-

selves, we take bold risks and are able to adapt our plans without

losing sight of where we are going and why it matters to us.

When you tap into the belief that you can do something to

turn your dream into reality, you’re tapping into energy and resil-

ience as well as creativity. These, along with the belief in your
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own power, will enable you to find ways to capitalize on opportu-

nities and overcome obstacles as you reach for your goals.

Self-empowerment is an essential element of hope. It is also

fragile. We will inevitably experience frustration, disappoint-

ments, and even failure as we reach for our dreams. And, the big-



ger the dream, the more likely we are to encounter real problems

on the journey. When we face daunting challenges and major

setbacks, we can become discouraged, even disillusioned. If we

choose too many paths that turn out to be dead ends, we can

begin to lose faith in ourselves. We might become more pessi-

mistic or even begin to feel helpless. This is exactly the opposite

of what’s needed. Negativity and self-doubt can kill hope. If you

want to reach for your dream, it’s important to learn how to deal

with intense feelings—especially those that make you want to

quit and to give up on your vision of the future.

If you want to train your brain to manage your feelings as

you chart and walk paths toward the future, Daniel Goleman

suggests looking at what he calls “top-down” and “bottom-up”

thinking.17 Bottom-up thinking is letting your base emotions like

fear, anger, or feeling threatened guide your thoughts and actions.

Top-down thinking is the process of consciously monitoring and

managing your thoughts and feelings so they serve you, rather

than the other way around. The goal is to engage the top-down

mind as much as possible. This will enable you to stay focused on

your vision, adapt your plans as you go, and carry on.



Top-down thinking is linked to emotional self-control and will-

power, too. Willpower allows us to bravely walk forward no matter

what happens. It also helps us to tough it out when things aren’t going our
way and delay gratification in favor of achieving long-term goals.

So, even when things aren’t going our way, we remain driven and

patient because we know it will be worth the effort and the wait.18
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Believing in ourselves, crafting an optimistic and personal

vision of the future, and making plans to get there adds up to

hope. And hope can change the world.

Hope Changes the World

As I write this, my friend and colleague Lechesa Tsenoli is cur-

rently the deputy speaker of the National Assembly in the

Parliament of the Republic of South Africa. In his twenty-plus

years as an elected public representative, he has been working to

build a new democracy in post-apartheid South Africa.19

During the apartheid years, he was a freedom fighter—a con-

tributor to the abolition of the inequitable and evil structures that were
crushing black and brown citizens. At the time, the idea



of overthrowing this system seemed like an impossible dream.

Segregation was absolute. Power and money were almost entirely

in the hands of white citizens, the descendants of Dutch and

English settlers. Citizens who were black or of Indian or South

Asian descent (referred to as “coloreds”) were denied basic human

rights. They were largely cut off from proper education and from

the world. Most were living in abject poverty in the rural areas

or in sprawling townships like Soweto. Living conditions were

horrendous.

Still, people found ways to enjoy life, laugh, learn, and love.

This is, after all, what people do. We are incredibly resilient. And

when we are oppressed, mistreated, or abused, we fight back for

ourselves and our children.

Lechesa talks about what it was like during these years: “The

system was designed to keep us down—and hopeless. And those

in power were committed to holding us back. Strangely, they

didn’t see much wrong in what they were doing and even tried to
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convince us they were right. But we were fairly convinced that an

alternative was possible, that things could get better.”

This was a dangerous dream, for even the smallest hint of

resistance was crushed. As discontent grew, the government

responded by making it increasingly difficult for black people

to access education, literature, and information. In particular,

it became nearly impossible for black people to access accurate

accounts of historical and current events. The fear was that such

knowledge would give people hope and therefore the wherewithal

to demand change.

This is exactly what happened. Groups that came together for

seemingly innocuous activities—like poetry writing and book

readings—shared smuggled literature, news from around the

world, and accounts of other people in other countries who had

fought oppression and won. “It was eye-opening for us—very excit-

ing and absolutely fascinating. We got to see how others viewed

what was going on in South Africa and that they believed what we

knew to be true: the system was wrong and we were right,” Lechesa

said. This knowledge fueled the conviction that their dream was

good and just. As Lechesa explains, “Our hopes grew from the con-



nectedness that we had, knowing we were not on our own, and that

others elsewhere knew about our struggles and they supported us.

This planted many of the seeds of hope in our country.”

As hope dawned, plans were created in villages and townships

across the country. Lechesa and his peers organized and planned to

create a democracy where freedom and justice would be for all, not

just a few. They traveled the country with the support of people who

believed and wanted to help but did not dare openly join the move-

ment. “They were rightly fearful of being harassed, detained, even

killed. But quietly, without being asked, they provided some of us a

place to stay unnoticed, a place where we could get work done, sleep

overnight, join them for breakfast, and then disappear,” Lechesa
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said. And, he told me, “Despite all attempts to oppose our networks,

they were there, always. This was exciting and hope-giving.”

Fighting for a dream like theirs required tremendous sacrifices.

At times, Lechesa was detained, as were many of his comrades.

But even from behind bars, Lechesa was able to grow the move-



ment.20 During one memorable stay in detention, he convinced

guards to let him have a newspaper every so often for a few hours.

He and his fellow detainees would commit the reports to memory

so they could share the hopeful, exciting news that the world was

with them in condemning the apartheid system.

Lechesa explained to me that they also sustained hope through

sharing stories of the ludicrous things that happened during the

apartheid years and laughing together. He quoted a proverb from

the Basotho people, Lefu leholo ke ditsheho, which translates to

“The greatest disease is laughter.” Laughter is contagious, he said,

and when laughter is shared, joy, connection, and hope are, too.

Humor kept them focused on their vision of a world where

absurd things that were normal in that time would not happen

anymore. Take, for example, the black man who was asked by

an Afrikaans policeman whether he was bilingual. The man

answered that he spoke English and three African languages flu-

ently. Since the man didn’t mention the Afrikaans language, the

policeman concluded, “You are not bilingual.” Lechesa and his

friends found this hilarious, because it underscored the stupidity

of the system they were passionately working to change.



Many people would’ve said that Lechesa’s dream of freedom

was impossible. But he and many, many others worked hard and

built both national and international support for their cause and

the dream. They fought. And they won.

Hope was with them every step of the way. It enabled them to

forge ahead, even when the future was frightening and the chal-

lenge huge. It is the same for us: hope inspires our dreams.

Chapter_04.indd Page 104

21/06/17 7:10 PM

The Power of Hope 105

A hopeful, positive outlook can help us to consciously reach for

our biggest, boldest dreams. But far too often, we don’t do this in

our lives or at work. I believe this has to do with the misguided

notion that hope will blind us to reality. Nothing could be fur-

ther from the truth.

There’s No Such Thing as False Hope

Big dreams are the start of big change in our lives and our work.

That’s because our dreams have an impact on the choices we

make and our daily priorities, too. But dreaming big can feel

dangerous because we’ve been warned throughout our lives—by



parents, well-meaning friends, mentors—to go for the sure thing,

to minimize risks.

As a result, too many of us throw our dreams out the window

and replace them with limited (and limiting) visions of the future.

We let our fears, personal insecurities, and social programming

determine how far to climb and how high to reach. Worse, I’ve

encountered a surprising number of people who don’t have any

true aspirations at all.

The consequences of shortchanging our dreams are very real.

Instead of dreaming of, and fighting for, good education for our

children, we settle for less-than-adequate schools. We don’t fight

injustice, even when it bothers us. We tell ourselves our small

efforts won’t matter anyway, or we sit back and let others do the

work and take the risks.

This happens in our working lives, too. We settle for money

instead of having an impact on something we care about. We don’t

pursue a calling. Instead of holding on to a dream of becoming an

entrepreneur or a senior leader, we settle for a comfortable—yet

boring and ultimately unsatisfying—job.
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Part of the reason we give up on our dreams is that pragmatism

is lauded and idealism is discouraged, even scorned, especially

in the workplace. Too many of us don’t believe that we have the

right to claim happiness and true fulfillment at work; that’s for

other parts of life. We are supposed to be practical and to pursue a

safe path, one that will keep us employed and secure. We’ve been

told that to aim for a big dream at work is simply setting ourselves

up for disappointment and despair. Dreaming big, they say, is

equivalent to false hope.

I don’t believe there is such a thing as false hope. Hope is not

a hazy, dreamlike state of mind. It’s not a wild sense of eupho-

ria that blinds us to the realities we face in the moment. Gina’s

hope for a future that is better for women and girls doesn’t

block out the reality of what women face today. Lechesa and

the many others fighting apartheid didn’t forget for a second

what the real stakes were or ignore what had to be done to

bring about changes. I most certainly didn’t lose sight of the

huge financial and family challenges I had to deal with as I



pursued my education.

Hope is not magical thinking, and it’s not fantasy. If you’ve got

a dream and you’re willing to plan, adapt, and work hard, there’s

a good chance you’ll make it. Doing something about our dreams is what
makes hope different from fantasies.

How You Can Create Hope

and Happiness at Work

Consciously cultivating hope is critical if you want to be happy at

work, and there are practical steps you can take. Here are a few

that I’ve seen work.
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Focus on Optimism and What’s Right

with the World—and You

By deliberately focusing our attention on what enables us to suc-

ceed (our strengths, for example), we can become more optimis-

tic and, hence, more hopeful. Unfortunately, though, optimism

is not cool these days.

Banish Pessimism

Negativity and pessimism rule in politics, economics, and orga-



nizations, while people with a can-do, sunny outlook are pilloried

for being unrealistic idealists. In his 2013 book, journalist Gregg

Easterbrook chronicles just how negative our culture and society

have become.21 He followed it up with an opinion piece in the

New York Times pointing out how the 2016 US presidential cam-

paign peddled negativity and pessimism as a way to woo voters;

in many parts of the country, it worked.22 Day-to-day life experi-

ences back this up: “Breaking News” alerts constantly pop up on

our phones, and the news is never good; we hear dire warnings of

terror plots on television and see images of devastating wars, hur-

ricanes, and typhoons on Snapchat. Outrage, fear, and gruesome

pictures are a click away.

This is not helpful to the achievement of goals in life or at work

and can keep us in a perpetual amygdala hijack. Just as optimism

fuels the hope and energy needed to accomplish goals, pessimism

causes us to give up before we even try. Think about Winnie the

Pooh’s friend Eeyore; maybe you know someone like this lovable

but sad donkey. The Eeyores of the world expect the worst. In this

state, it’s hard to generate creative ideas about how to fix a prob-

lem. They’ll often defend their stance, however, telling you they



are realistic and you are not. But it is no more realistic to predict
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doom and gloom than it is to predict 100 percent success. And

I’ve never met a pessimist who is happy at work.

But, if you’ve become a “catastrophe thinker,” you’re not alone.

What can you do, then, to return to your natural optimism and

leverage it to build hope at work?

Enhance and Practice Your Natural Optimism

Stopping the tide of pessimism takes effort, but it’s worth it: a

negative outlook on the future is not going to help you to be

happy at work or anywhere else. You can start by looking at your

past through a positive lens, focusing on your strengths, and pay-

ing attention to what’s going well at work. Here are a few practical

things you can do:

• Draw on memories of times in your life when you were

most optimistic, most hopeful about the future. What

supported your positive outlook? Focus on both internal

conditions (like taking care of your health so you didn’t get

worn down) and external conditions (like having strong,



supportive friends who encouraged you).

• Think about strengths you use at work. Now, reflect

on your work history. Which of your strengths have

consistently helped you move in the right direction?

• Reflect on aspects of your mind, body, heart, and spirit

that are most important to you. Now, think about how

these have supported you to attain your goals and reach for

your dreams.

Now that you have prepared yourself to be more optimistic, prac-

tice reframing how you think about your current work situation.

Basically, you have two choices: “I hate this job and the people I work
with” or “There are parts that I love and some good people here, too.”
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If you find yourself in the first camp, it’s hard to be hopeful. It

might even be hard to get up every day. When you get to work,

you’re likely to be in a hurry to cross things off your list and get

out of there as quickly as you can. Or, maybe you really like your

job but feel so stressed and overwhelmed that it’s impossible to

truly enjoy your work.



Whatever the reason for your discontent, try this: at the end of

each day, instead of rushing out of the office, take a few minutes to focus on
what went well that day. When you catch yourself thinking

about all the things you didn’t get done or that didn’t go well, think instead
about what you learned, the positive impact you had on

others, and something you are proud of. Think about something—

anything—that made you happy, if only for a moment.

Creating a daily mental catalog of wins (even tiny ones) gives

you the strength to plan for the future and gain even more small

wins. Positive emotions also help your brain to open up. Reframing

problems so they look like steps on the path to ultimate success

makes us more confident, too. If you train yourself to think this

way, you are better prepared to deal with the bad things that hap-

pen at work. So, when you are mistreated, make a mistake, or sim-

ply don’t get enough done, you can avoid pessimism, even if your

brain had previously become accustomed to it. Later, when you’re

faced with more nonsense at work, you can think to yourself, “I got

through this before. I can get through it again.”

Tackling challenges with optimism, hope, and resilience allows

you to think about a vision for the future—your future.

Don’t Expect Your Organization to



Give You a Personal Vision

“There’s no vision here. And there’s no strategy, either.” I have

heard this countless times in companies around the world. I’ve
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also sat with senior leaders who are shocked, confused, and angry

when they hear people say these things. But the reality is that

organizational visions don’t travel very far beyond the board-

room. They are often bland, undistinguished, or even obviously

disingenuous; rarely are they personally inspiring.

And if we can’t see ourselves in our company’s vision and strat-

egy, we can easily become disengaged, apathetic, and cynical. We

need to know that we and our companies are on a journey that

matters. We want evidence that both our own personal vision and

the organization’s vision are truly driving choices, decisions, and

the use of resources.

A healthy, effective organizational vision will call on everyone

to aspire to something they care about, a vision of the future that is
personally meaningful. Remember, though: an organization’s vision

cannot be a substitute for your personal vision. Your vision of the



future includes far more: family; lifestyle; things you’d like to learn, see,
and do; and what you want from work, too. It is not possible for your
company, no matter how great it is, to craft this dream for you.

One more caution: even when you know what you want, it’s

easy to forgo your own personal vision and hopes for the future.

This happens when you become consumed by work goals—your

company’s and your own.

Your Vision and Your Goals:

Make Them Work for You

A powerful personal vision for the life we want to lead and the work

we want to do shapes our choices. Having short- and medium-term

goals can help us turn our vision into reality, in part because they

focus our attention and our efforts. Accomplishing goals and hit-

ting milestones is also very satisfying and can make us happy.
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Making progress on goals feels good in the moment, and it can

keep us motivated to continue the journey toward our dreams.

Working toward goals during our workday boosts our mood and

motivation, too.23 For goals to work, though, certain conditions



must be met.

First, goals must be clearly linked to a bigger picture—your

big dream. This dream must be personally meaningful. It is

usually multifaceted, often not completely clear, and some-

thing that might take a while to achieve. In this chapter, you’ve

read about three such visions: Gina’s dream of empowering

women around the world; Lechesa’s dream of a free and demo-

cratic South Africa; my dream of a better life for myself and my

family. When we keep our vision front and center, we are more

likely to craft goals that will help us get there and avoid those

that are distracting.

Second, your goals need to be well constructed. Most often,

we hear that goals should be achievable yet challenging, spe-

cific, concrete, time limited, and measurable. Think back to

the thought experiment earlier in the chapter about taking on a

more senior role. You might start by setting tangible goals such

as, “Master technical skills required to take on a more senior

role.” This goal, while a good start, will be more helpful if you

refine it. For example, you will want to specify which technical

skills you need to master. With this level of specificity, you can



set very clear subgoals, such as, “Identify a training program

that will enable me to learn that specific technical skill and

enroll within two months.”

You may think it’s not necessary to be this detailed. After all,

you’re energized and excited to move up, so won’t you just do it?

But the initial excitement about a big dream often wanes as the

pressures of daily life take over. This kind of specificity will help
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you to stay the course and, in turn, feel good about the incremen-

tal progress you’re making.

There’s a downside to goals, however. In our hypercompetitive,

achievement-oriented workplaces, setting and achieving goals

has become the main event, not something we do on the road

to something bigger and more meaningful. A narrow focus on

goal attainment is so prevalent in our collective psyche that some-

times all we do is set and try to achieve small, measurable goals

at work.24 Success has come to be defined by many people—and

many managers—as goal achievement, rather than movement

toward a hopeful vision of a fulfilling future.



We’re constantly trying to reach targets, finish the project, or

hit the metrics. This is all well and good if these achievements

are steps on the path to where we want to go. However, if we’re

ticking things off a to-do list, or if achieving goals becomes the

end in and of itself, we easily become disenchanted and unhappy

at work. Small wins begin to feel hollow. We don’t reap the bene-

fits from the deep sense of satisfaction, enhanced self-worth, and

happiness that achievement can provide.

If you, like many people, find yourself rushing from one goal

to the next at work, or if you are so obsessed with specific goals

that you lose sight of your dreams, it may be time to take stock of

what you really want. One way to do this is to learn to articulate

what you are grateful for, every single day.

Gratitude Practices That Turn Us toward Hope

When we think about something—or someone—we are grate-

ful for, our emotions become more positive very quickly. This,

in turn, affects how hopeful we are about the future. Try this:

bring to mind something that you are thankful to have in your

life. Maybe it’s your partner or your child. Maybe it’s one of
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your friends at work, or the manager in your last job who taught

you so much. Maybe you love your new job, or are proud of

your team and the exciting, important project you’re working

on. Maybe you’re even grateful for a difficult or sad experience

like a missed opportunity at work that helped you grow.

Now, think more specifically, perhaps about conversations

you’ve shared with the person you’re grateful to have in your life,

or that early success your team achieved. Recalling these memo-

ries makes your gratitude more concrete, and you’ll more easily

return to these positive thoughts later.

Take a few moments every day, ideally in the morning and the

early evening, to reflect on what you’re grateful for in life and at

work. You may be thinking, “I don’t have time for that!” But you

do. These reflections take as little as thirty seconds. If you can

manage three minutes before you get out of bed and a couple of

minutes before you walk in the door after work, you will affect

your brain chemistry for the better, encourage hope, and cultivate

the resilience you need to deal with the many challenges you face



at work.25

Your Hope Helps Everyone

Hope is the starting point for any and all important changes we

make in our lives, including at work. We all want a future that

is bright, to believe that tomorrow will be better than today for

ourselves, our families, our communities, and the people we work

with. And hope is contagious. So, when you articulate your sense

of hope to others, they will start to feel the same way. They, in

turn, will pass it on to others and back to you. This is the start

of a resonant environment—one where people enjoy working

together and care about one another.
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Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice

This exercise will help you to focus your attention on aspects

of your life and work that are important to you. As you reflect,

you’ll be connecting to what you care about now as well as

what you hope for in the future.

Circles of Life



1. To begin this reflection, draw about seven or eight

circles on paper or your computer. Now, inside each

circle, write a word or a phrase for someone or

something you love in your life. These are your Circles

of Life.26 For example, you might write the name of

your partner in one circle; your children in another; you

might write things like “Health,” “Work,” “Learning and

Growth,” “Spirituality,” and so on.

2. Next, write some notes about why each Circle of Life

means so much to you.

3. Now, write a few more notes that capture an image

of how each Circle of Life might be better and more

fulfilling in five to ten years.

4. Was it difficult for you to stay with your hopes

and to dream big? Go back over your notes

and see where pessimism or fatalism crept in,

where it held you back from dreaming big. Ban it.

Rewrite your notes to capture your real hopes for each

Circle of Life.
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5. Write some notes about how you, your loved ones, your

colleagues, and your workplace would benefit if you

realize your dreams.

Dreams, Plans, and People

Hope is essential for happiness and for realizing a future that

makes life worthwhile. Remember, though, that dreams are

not enough. You need plans and a belief in yourself. You also

need help. To practice taking action on your dreams, choose a

Circle of Life from the previous exercise and do the following:

1. Articulate your dream—that longed-for end state—as

clearly as you can.

2. Now, identify two goals you need to achieve on the

way to the dream. For example, let’s say you’ve chosen

your “Work” circle, and your dream is to be in a job that

allows you to pursue your calling and have influence on

your field, in a company with a culture that promotes

growth. Possible goals on the way to this dream might

be: complete an advanced degree in my chosen field



because I want to, not because I feel I have to; create

a “hot map” of all the companies in my field that have

the kind of culture I want (of course, you will have to

do research to get this information). Color prospective

companies red for perfect, green for maybe, and dark

blue for “no way.”

3. Make a list of intellectual, emotional, relational, and other

personal resources that will help you achieve your goals

and move toward your vision. Try not to be humble.
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4. Now, craft your people plan for achieving your dream.

• Make a table with two categories: the Faithful and the

Willing. The Faithful are people in your life right now

who truly want the best for you (it’s OK if there aren’t

many). The Willing are people who want to help but

who will draw the line if helping you becomes burden-

some (they can truly help you; don’t dismiss them).

You might think that the next step is to figure out



what these people can do for you. It’s not. Figure out

what you can do for them. Start by finding out what

they hope for, what their dreams are. Giving first is

the best way to ensure that you will get the help you

need, too.

• Now add a third column in your table: the Dangerous.

These are the people who will actively get in your

way; maybe they’ve done so already. (Hint: at work,

these people tend to be self-centered, power hungry,

passive-aggressive, or outright destructive.) Write

some notes about how you can protect yourself from

these people. But, even as you do this, remember that

they’re human, too. So, if you’re generous and kind,

you may be surprised.
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Chapter 5

Yes, You Do Need

Friends at Work

Love and Your Tribe



in the Workplace

A few years after the market crashed, Janet Duliga was appointed

senior vice president of human resources at Sunglass Hut; you

may be familiar with its small, bright stores in malls and airports.1

It was a tough time in the economy, and most fast-moving con-

sumer goods companies still hadn’t recovered from the recession.

This was not the case at Sunglass Hut. On the contrary, instead

of the sluggish sales that most retailers were battling, the com-

pany was soaring. It didn’t make sense. Why were people buy-

ing high-end sunglasses when the recession was still so fresh and

people—and their bank accounts—were still so bruised?

Janet and Dan Nowlin, senior vice president of stores and

operations, thought it might have something to do with the com-

pany’s culture—what employees believed in, how they treated
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customers, and how they worked together. I thought they might

be onto something, but I was curious—what elements of the cul-

ture helped people do so well in their jobs?



We organized a team and set out to answer these questions

through dozens of interviews and an intriguing study of the com-

pany and its people. What we found bore out our predictions and

more. First, wherever we went, people told us they weren’t just sell-

ing sunglasses; they were making people feel great about themselves,

while supporting what they considered to be a human right—great

eyesight. Second, company values around learning and advance-

ment made employees feel excited about the future and commit-

ted to making the company successful. What stood out most of all,

however, was that employees believed relationships were the single most
important factor in their individual and collective success.

I experienced this culture firsthand when I visited shops

around the world. In each tiny store, the climate was energiz-

ing and entrepreneurial. Employees were warm and they treated

every customer as if she’d just arrived at a friend’s house. Trying

on sunglasses was an adventure—enjoyable for the employee and

customer alike. The goal was to send people out the door smiling

and happy.

It was more than just how employees interacted with custom-

ers, though. It was also how they felt about one another and how

they behaved. On Janet’s team, for example, it didn’t matter if



your job was vice president, assistant, or intern. Whatever your

role or level of responsibility, you could join any conversation,

speak your mind, and be taken seriously. People looked out for

each other. They shared time and resources generously, even

when it meant sacrificing something personally. What struck me

most powerfully was how much fun everyone was having. They

laughed often and kept one another’s spirits high, while also tak-

ing work responsibilities seriously and accomplishing a lot.
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Across the company, the cultural rules of engagement included

respecting one another, valuing differences, working hard, and

doing everything possible to make work enjoyable. People clearly

liked one another, and this translated into the ability to share real emotions,
have honest conversations, and find ways to lighten the

mood when things got tough. Self-serving behavior was taboo,

and in its place was a firm commitment to collective goals.

Certainly, there were tensions between some people in the

company. There always are. But on the whole, relationships

were marked by trust, support, and camaraderie. Caring for



one another was something you just did at work, and dynamic,

friendly relationships were the norm. We heard over and over, “I

love the people I work with!”

We had the answer to our question: Sunglass Hut was doing

well in part because of strong, warm relationships and a power-

ful sense of belonging in the company. Friendships—not instru-

mental, task-oriented relationships—were at the heart of the

company’s resonant culture, a culture that supported risk taking,

innovation, and results.2

In this chapter, I will show that having friends at work is

critical. When we feel cared for—even loved, as one does in a

friendship—and when we belong to a group that matters to us,

we are generous with our time and talents because we’re com-

mitted to people, not just the job or the company. You will also read about
how to build the foundations for friendships in the

workplace and how you can improve your relationships at work.

We Really Do Need Friends at Work

If you like the people you work with, you probably also like your

job and your company. If you don’t like them, or if relationships
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are tense or disrespectful, chances are you don’t look forward to

getting up every day to go to work. And it isn’t just that it makes

us happy to belong and to have friends. Good relationships lead

to good outcomes. This is just as true at work as it is in our fam-

ilies, neighborhoods, and tribes.3 Unfortunately, that’s not what

we’ve learned along the way.

When I ask people, “Do you need to be friends with people at

work?” they usually hesitate. Then they rattle off reasons why it’s

a bad idea: “I’ve got to keep a distance or I won’t be able to have

the tough conversations,” “I might get in trouble,” or “You’ve got

to have clear boundaries.” A few come right out and say that it’s

dangerous to have friends at work.

Something funny happens, though, when I ask people to

describe what they do want in their relationships at work:

“I have to like the people I work with.”

“I want to be myself at work without being afraid that people

will shut me out or shut me down.”

“I can’t take risks with people I don’t trust, or when I know

they don’t care about me.”



“I want to have fun at work. Sharing a laugh helps me deal

with stress.”

Clearly, there’s a disconnect. We think we should have rela-

tionships that are distant, polite, and guarded. But we want much

more than that. We want to feel safe to be ourselves, we want to

enjoy one another, and we want to like people at work. We also

want them to like us.

This seems like common sense to me—why wouldn’t we want

warm and friendly relationships with people we spend so much

time with? Moreover, if we don’t like people (or they don’t like us),
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it’s going to be hard to find common ground, making it even

harder to work through disagreements and conflict. If we suspect

that someone’s out for themselves or trying to take advantage of

us, we’re not likely to share our ideas or resources. Instead, we will be on
guard and hesitant to collaborate. This is not a recipe for

success—a lesson David McWilliams learned early in his career.4

The Link between Friendships and Success

David has worked at two major financial services firms, seen one



nearly implode, and helped the other rise from the ashes of the

Great Recession. In both roles David led managers and was in

charge of the thousands of financial advisors who provided infor-

mation and investment strategies to the firms’ clients. In these

jobs, as in every job he’s had in the twenty years I’ve known him,

David has led with a signature strength: a focus on people and

relationships. He talked about how he learned this early on from

a mentor—a tough, no-nonsense office manager. No one would

have called this man warm and fuzzy, but he understood the

power of relationships at work.

A talent for investing money might get you in the client’s door,

he told David, but that is not enough. If people are going to trust

you with their money, they want to know you will tell them the

truth. They want to know you respect them and genuinely care

about their needs and hopes.

Money is personal; it represents our success, and it enables us to

feel secure about our own and our family’s future. If clients think

you’re pretending to care about them, or that you are focused on

your own success over theirs, they’ll show you the door.

David took what he learned about how to treat clients and



applied it to leading the financial advisors and the managers who
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reported directly to him. He recognized that what was true for

customers is also true in the workplace: if employees suspect that

someone doesn’t respect or care about them or their goals, they

will likely become self-protective. And, David knows, an instru-

mental approach to people always backfires eventually because

it breeds distrust. Relationships like these don’t help us to be

effective. In fact, they sap our energy and drive people away—

especially when times are tough and bad news is on the horizon.

What works, David says, are relationships based on mutual

respect, genuine understanding of one another, and caring.

You’ve got to build trust. You’ve got to hold yourself to high

standards in values and ethics and assume others will do the

same. If these conditions are in place, and people like you, then

you’ve got a magic formula that will carry you through the good

times and bad.

I hear this when I ask people what they want in their relation-



ships at work. They also say that these qualities are even more

important when we face a crisis, as David did some years back.

Leaders at his company had promised much-needed changes

to employees across the business. Everyone was excited about the

new technology they would get and the pay structure was going

to be more equitable. Then, the market shifted and the changes

had to be delayed—maybe indefinitely. As a senior manager,

David understood the logic, but he knew his people would be

devastated. He worried that the best associates would leave to join

the competition. What was he going to tell them?

Many leaders have to share bad news with their people. What

was different about this situation, however, was that the associ-

ates respected and trusted David. Trust and respect are conditions

that ensured that David could be honest with associates and he

knew they would believe him. He was able to share how he felt

about the situation and treat them as adults who could see the
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dilemma and deal with disappointments. And because David had



invested a lot in building good relationships, they knew and liked

him, too. This, David says, is a bonus—a bonus that allows you

to take the conversation to the next level and support people even

when things are really difficult.

In this situation, he was able to let them know he understood

their feelings and concerns, and he helped them turn their atten-

tion to the future. As he put it, in situations like this, “You have to make
people feel that they belong to a group they can be proud of,

even if it’s hard to see a bright spot on the horizon. And, if it gets ugly (as it
often does when a company is in crisis), don’t sink to

the lowest common denominator. Instead, act in a way that isn’t

going to hurt the people who might not be dealing well with the

situation. Try to understand where they are coming from. At the

least, you’ll know what you’re dealing with. At best, you can reach

them and build a bridge.”

David had created relationships that were strong and friendly

before crisis hit. Trust was already there. So was respect. And people knew
that he cared about them.

This is what happened at Sunglass Hut, too. Instead of run-

ning away from one another in the face of the sluggish and scary

economy, people came together. Instead of hunkering down and



competing, people joined forces. Instead of giving in to the pres-

sure or succumbing to stress and misery, people found ways to

have fun. They created a new kind of relationship at work—one

that looks more like friendship than mere colleague-ship.

During the time we spent together, Janet and I spoke often

about the qualities of workplace friendships that help make us

happier and more successful at work. This is where Janet’s per-

spective gets even more interesting. As she and I talked about

what people need at work to be their best, she boldly said, “People

need love.”
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Love at Work

Love? At work? We just don’t talk about love in the workplace. But love—
the kind of love founded in companionship, caring, and

shared purpose—is the single most important factor influencing

happiness in life.

George Vaillant, leader of a decades-long Harvard study

of people over the course of their lives, puts it this way: “The

75 years and $20 million expended on the Grant Study



points . . . to a straightforward five-word conclusion: ‘Happiness

is love. Full stop.’”5

One of the more surprising conclusions from the study is that

positive relationships are linked to success—even financial success.

Specifically, “the 58 men who scored highest on measurements of

‘warm relationships’ earned an average of $141,000 a year more

at their peak salaries.”6

This study followed a group of economically privileged white

men, but love and warm relationships are, of course, important

for women, people of all races, and across the economic spectrum,

too. There have been studies done of inner-city youth, gifted chil-

dren, and women, all telling us a great deal about what happens

to people over the course of their lives, including and how love

and warm relationships affect happiness.7

The love of family and friends is essential to our overall

well-being. Similarly, caring relationships with colleagues at work

enable us to thrive physically and psychologically. The positive

emotions we feel in such relationships help us deal with stress,

and we are even less likely to become depressed. When we feel

love and warmth from others and experience a sense of safety



and trust in our relationships, we are happier and able to achieve

more—alone and together.8
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Taking it one step further, love and positive relationships at

work affect everything we say, do, and accomplish in life and at

work. Most people are intuitively aware of this link. Today, sci-

ence also tells us that when we experience the kind of love we feel

in friendships, the kind of love we experience with valued com-

panions, our relationships at work become a source of happiness,

and we’re more productive, too.9

Companionate Love

Professors Sigal Barsade of the Wharton School at the

University of Pennsylvania and Olivia O’Neill at George

Mason University shed light on the kind of love that helps us

at work—what they call “companionate love.” Companionate

love includes feelings akin to affection, care, concern for oth-

ers, and compassion.10

In one study, the team looked at workers in a long-term care



facility and found that those who experienced companionate

love at work were less often absent from work and less likely

to experience burnout. There were other positive outcomes,

too: their work performance improved, patients were more sat-

isfied and in better moods, and there were fewer emergency

room visits. Not surprisingly, families of the patients were

more satisfied, too. Studies of more than 3,200 employees in

seventeen organizations showed the same thing: when people

experience companionate love at work, they are more satisfied,

committed, and personally accountable for performance and

results.11

We should be seeking to build loving, friendly relationships with

our coworkers, not running away from them as we too often do.

Sometimes, we are scared to even try to build the kind of relation-

ships we want and need, in part because of the misguided notion
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that we are not supposed to or are not allowed to be close to the

people we work with. Or, we go back to our desks and hide out



because we are stressed or overwhelmed, instead of doing what will

really help—reaching out to people who care about and love us.12

Connecting with people boosts our mood and our morale,

and friendships provide us with the emotional and psychological

activate Your emotional Intelligence

Friends understand one another. To do this well, we need

self-awareness and empathy—competencies that help us

see our friends as they really are, not as we’d like them to be.

We can very easily assume, for example, that our friends feel

exactly as we do or share our opinions and reactions to peo-

ple and situations. This isn’t always the case, of course.

Knowing what’s going on inside us is the first step to see-

ing people as they are. Then, we need empathy. To truly

connect with someone, we need to recognize what they are

feeling and why; we must be able to discern their thoughts

and logic, too.

This exercise will give you some insights into how well

you employ self-awareness and empathy to understand your

friends at work.

1. Call to mind a person you care about at work, a person



who also cares about you. Now, think about a time

you’ve disagreed or found yourself in conflict with one

another.
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• What happened in this situation? What did you do that

helped resolve the situation? What did you do that

didn’t help? How did you feel during and after? Why

did you feel as you did, and what was driving you to

behave as you did?

• Now, write some notes about your friend’s perspective

on the situation. What do you think your friend

believed he or she did wel ? Not so wel ? How did your

friend feel about this situation? How did he or she feel

about you? And, what was motivating or driving him

or her?

• Now, review your notes about your own and your

friend’s feelings, reactions, and motives. Where are

they similar? Why are they similar? Where are they



different? Why are they different?

• Final y, write some notes about how you can use this

reflection to help you the next time you find yourself in

a disagreement or in conflict with your friend or others

at work.

strength to deal with whatever comes our way—whether an excit-

ing opportunity, a challenge, or a crisis. On a practical level, being with
people we care about—and who care about us—is a good

start for getting and giving the help we need to do our jobs. And,

being in the company of friends helps us experience a deep and

satisfying sense of belonging—another key element of happiness.
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Belonging: Our Tribe at Work

From the time we lived in small, nomadic bands, we’ve needed

one another to survive. We still do. There’s more to being part of

a tribe, however, than finding food or protecting one another. We

also have a deep human need to belong—to feel part of a group

of people who share our values, hopes, and dreams.

To understand how important a sense of belonging is, we only



have to look at what happens when people are pushed out of a

group. When we are shunned or banished, we experience sadness,

anger, and despair. When we find ourselves in a team or organi-

zation that doesn’t want us or doesn’t accept us for who we are,

we live in a constant state of physiological arousal: fears take over, we’re
anxious, and we can even become depressed. Stress is constant and our
physical and mental health suffer.13

I experienced how badly being shut out hurts in a job some

years back. A colleague and I were in a tiresome battle over how to

use resources. I’d tried to find common ground, but he wouldn’t

budge. Ultimately, we agreed that at my next meeting with our

boss, I’d lay out our positions in an objective manner and get his

input. I would have easily accepted a fair assessment and hoped

for a reasonable compromise. Instead, what I got from my boss

was, “He’s been here a long time. He’s part of us. You are not. We

go with his plan.” That stung.

Candice Reimers, the leader I introduced in chapter 1, dealt far

better with a situation in one of her teams that involved similar

insider-outsider issues.14 The team members worked exceptionally

well together. People respected one another and, because they’d

worked together for quite some time, they knew how to maximize



each person’s strengths. They also knew how not to push each

other’s buttons.
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Enter a new team member, a woman who brought much-

needed skills to the project. She also brought her aggressive per-

sonality. She had a bad habit of interrupting people. She blocked

others’ ideas and didn’t listen closely to what they were saying.

Team members put up with it for a while and tried sending her

signals. It didn’t work, and before long, people were shutting her

out. They avoided her whenever possible, ignored her contribu-

tion, and even held important meetings without her.

She was irritating everyone, even Candice. She didn’t seem to

fit in with this team; her approach was just too different.

Candice felt, however, that her job as the leader was to try

to make this work. She saw, too, that under the bravado were

excellent innovative ideas, something the team needed. She also

realized that the more this person was pushed out, the worse she

behaved, something Candice could relate to as a result of what



she had learned in one of her first jobs.

Right out of college, Candice had taken a great job in a tough,

male-dominated industry. She knew she could hold her own. And

she was right—at first. She learned quickly and stepped up to

each new challenge with energy and competence. She was a top

contributor, and she shared credit generously, even when it was

clear that her performance was driving the team’s results.

Candice should’ve been a rising star. But she wasn’t. Hardly

anyone even noticed her outstanding contributions. She was

ignored at meetings and overlooked for choice projects. The man-

ager who had brought her into the company took her for granted.

He also took credit for her work or attributed it to others. This

bothered her a lot, especially given how hard she was working and

how effective she actually was.

The isolation was painful, and before long, there were real,

tangible consequences. Candice said, “I was working on a team

that had a different set of values than I did. I wasn’t learning
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what I’d hoped I would, and I didn’t see a future for myself in

the company. I was out of place. I didn’t fit in. I was always hav-

ing to prove myself. I’d get out of bed dreading going to work.

I punched the clock. I did only what was needed and no more.

This had repercussions for me personally, too. I’d always been

active and athletic, and all of a sudden I didn’t want to do the

things I loved and my health suffered. I left the company after

being there barely a year.” Candice never forgot what it felt like to be the
one no one really wants, the one who doesn’t belong.

She took what she learned from this experience and applied it

to the situation on the project team. She worked privately with

the woman whom others had shunned to help her see why this

was happening. She found gentle but clear ways to show her how

she was stepping on team values and norms, and counseled her

about the impact of her caustic style. Candice also pointed out

that she was upsetting people, which, it turned out, this woman

felt pretty bad about. Candice met with a few team members and

asked them to give their colleague another chance. She called out

behavior on both sides that didn’t fit with the company’s inclu-

sive, creative culture. Candice also set up work in a way that

would make the woman feel included and give others the space



they needed, and she made it a point to support people as they

began to build a new culture, one where everyone felt good about

belonging to the team.

Of course, this kind of situation is not fixed overnight. Feelings

of being “in” or “out” run deep. But, ultimately, they were able

to create a unified and highly effective team where all felt they

could genuinely be themselves without fear of being kicked out

of the tribe.

Connection with others feels good, and it helps us do our

jobs well. We thrive when we belong to groups where people

care about, like, and respect us—and where we can give the
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same back in return. We want to feel that people we work with

are our people, even if we come from different backgrounds and cultures.

We don’t have room in our diverse organizations for shutting

out people just because they are different from us. If we are going

to be successful—and happy at work—we have to give up the

notion that we all have to see eye to eye on everything. We don’t



and we won’t: we’ve had different experiences, bring different

knowledge and skills, and have different beliefs. This is far from a

problem; it is the reason groups are more successful than individ-

uals. So, instead of shutting out people who are different, we need

to value them for their differences. Then, we need to try hard to find points
of commonality.

Foundations of Friendship at Work

The love and belonging we experience in our friendships at work

are essential for happiness. However, friendships don’t just form

magically. It takes time and effort to lay the foundations. To start, you can
focus on trust, generosity, and fun.

Trust

“Sean” had to work with “Marit” in order to do his job. But

Marit was hard to deal with and seemed to take every opportu-

nity to make things difficult. For example, she’d agree to plans in

meetings, but then never follow through. And, when they were

expected to collaborate to produce something, she was nowhere

to be found. But, when it was time to present to management,

she’d show up and pretend she’d been the driving force on the

projects.

Chapter_05.indd Page 131



21/06/17 7:19 PM

132 hOW tO Be happY at WOrK

the Downside of Belonging:

Covering and Conformity

None of us want to work in places where people don’t want

us, or where we feel we are so different that we’re not heard.

So, a lot of us try to fit in; we try to look and act the same as

everyone else. But when we have to conform, we can lose our

unique talents. We become less likely to innovate and more

likely to do things the same way they’ve always been done,

even when those approaches don’t work.15 We also end up

with inauthentic relationships.

According to a study of three thousand people, by Kenji

Yoshino of New York University and Christie Smith of Deloitte,

a vast majority of people feel the need to “cover” or min-

imize their differences at work. Women are coached not to

talk about child care issues to avoid the “motherhood pen-

alty.” African Americans avoid one another so as not to be

grouped and labeled. Not only women, the disabled, or non-

whites reported covering, however. Straight white men also



reported the need to hide things like age, disabilities, and

mental health issues.16

Bucking the trend can be hard. But covering and confor-

mity are often impossible, like when we are trying to hide

our gender or race. If we try to cover these things, we are in

essence trying to wipe out core parts of our identity. The price

is high: creativity, unique contributions, and innovation. When

everyone’s doing this, our relationships are shallow and not at

all what any of us truly wants at work. Add to this the fact that

when we are focused on conforming, we are far less likely to

be original, and we’ve got problems in the workplace.17
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Sean tried to talk with her, but she always shrugged it off

with something like, “I didn’t think we had finalized the plan,”

or “That’s not how I remember it,” or even “Our boss likes my

presentation style, so I had to take the lead.” Her excuses rang

hollow. Soon Sean gave up. He couldn’t rely on her and he didn’t

trust her.



Sean had a very different experience with his colleague

“Desiree,” with whom he had to collaborate on similar projects.

Desiree had more experience than Sean, so when they first started

working together, she often took the lead. She helped Sean learn

along the way and gave him opportunities to try out his new

skills. She never claimed more credit, even when she’d done more

of the work. She went out of her way to make Sean look good,

and she clearly had his best interests at heart. Sean jumped at the

chance to join a project with Desiree; he trusted her as a person,

and he knew he could count on her, too.

We trust people who we know care about us—people who will

help us and be fair. Trust grows when we see that people walk the

talk when it comes to their values, too. We want to know that

people’s ethics won’t shift depending on the situation.

Trust is not just about values and integrity, however, and it’s

more than simply part of our moral code. It’s also about being

reliable and consistent—critical competencies at work. Trust is

engendered in workplace relationships when we know our col-

leagues will follow through and do what they are supposed to do.

We also want people’s personalities, moods, attitudes, and behav-



iors to be consistent and reasonable.18

I once worked with a person who struggled with her man-

ager because, as she put it, “I never knew whether I was getting

the friendly, warm Marty or the stern, condescending Marty.”

She said that his facial expressions, body language, and persona

would be completely different depending on what was happening
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at work and who was around. She suspected it had something to

do with him feeling out of his depth in his job, so she tried to talk with him.
That didn’t work. The end result was that she didn’t

trust him, not even the warm side of him. If he could be two dif-

ferent people, how did she know which was real?

There are some very practical steps you can take to build trust with

people at work. Obviously, do what you say you will do. Keep your

word and your promises. Live your values, and be on guard when you

feel pressured to take small steps across your line in the sand. It is far too
easy to get comfortable on the wrong side of that line.

You can also focus on how you deal with power, especially your

own. Power—whether it comes from your role as a manager or your



ability to influence peers—makes it easy to violate our moral code.

This happens because powerful people are often allowed to follow

different rules and they can get away with things others can’t. This

can be very tempting, but it’s not going to help you build trust. The best
way to remain true to yourself and trustworthy is to regularly

ask yourself, “Am I acting in a way that I can be proud of?”

There are a few more things that you must do to build trust

in relationships. First, if there’s a problem in the relationship, talk to the
person directly, not to anyone else. You can also make it a

habit to find out what bothers people at work and then do your

best to fix it. And there is nothing like giving credit to signal

trust. Keep in mind that if you’re intentional about sharing credit,

others are likely to follow suit.19

Generosity

Wharton School professor Adam Grant’s research shows that giv-

ers, not takers, win in the end.20 Generosity pays in career divi-

dends, relationships, and happiness. The more you give at work, the

more you get, even in the sometimes dog-eat-dog world of work.
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This way of operating contradicts much of what we’ve learned

about navigating the often-brutal environment in our organiza-

tions—environments that encourage us to exploit customers and

coworkers to get ahead. Witness the Wells Fargo debacle, where

managers created false accounts for unsuspecting customers as a

way to hit unreasonable sales targets.21

Most of us wouldn’t have stooped this low, of course. Yet,

unfortunately, taking is a norm in many workplaces. Takers come

in many forms: slackers, credit-grabbers, self-servers. These are

the people who don’t actively seek ways to help others and look

out for themselves first.

As obviously bad as this kind of self-serving behavior is, tak-

ing can seem benign, in part because we are so used to the quid

pro quo exchanges we all have with our colleagues. On the sur-

face, these seem fine because there’s the possibility of an equal

exchange. But, as Amy Gallo at Harvard Business Review explains, these
“mercenary relationships” are really about getting the most

that we can from another person or group.22 There’s a constant

calculation. What will it cost me to get what I need? Did I get

cheated?

Unfortunately, we’ve elevated mercenary relationships to an



art form: networking.23 Networking is one of my least favorite

words in the English language because of what it’s come to mean:

casting a wide net—in person and online—to create as many

mercenary relationships as possible in order to get ahead in an

organization or a career. It’s gotten worse as we spend more and

more time engaging with people over social media. Anyone who

has anything to give, like jobs or opportunities, knows that online

and in-person networks are often full of people who want some-

thing from you and don’t give anything in return.

Mercenary relationships leave us feeling unappreciated at

best and abused at worst. And, studies show that when we build
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connections with the express goal of personal advancement or

self-service, we end up feeling bad about ourselves, even dirty.24

We can easily find ourselves caught up in these kinds of

relationships. And, sometimes, we take more than we give

because we are overloaded and stressed. At other times, we

close ourselves off from giving—and may even become



takers—because we’ve been giving too much for too long. This

happens often in our hyperconnected 24/7 workplaces where

every moment seems to be dedicated to talking, emailing,

meeting, and collaborating.25

For all these reasons, we can find ourselves becoming takers,

even if that’s not our normal way of operating. It is worth the

effort to shift back to giving, however, because generosity is going

to support us far more when it comes to building good relation-

ships with our colleagues. People want to be around those who

share their time, knowledge, and support.

There are practical and simple ways to become a generous

giver, the kind of person people want to be friends with. Try, for

example, to find out what your colleagues like to do at work and

help them find ways to do more of it. Or, introduce colleagues

to people in your circle of friendships and relationships—people

who may be able to help them do something like get a new job,

find a good doctor, or even plan a vacation. And remember: say-

ing thank you and complimenting people doesn’t cost anything.

Making people feel appreciated is worth its weight in gold.

One caution about generosity: there is evidence showing that



in many organizations, a very small number of people are seen

as prime givers, and everyone wants a piece of them. So, being

a giver can backfire; it can contribute to burnout and can even

leave us open to being taken advantage of. The key is to balance

what we give and what we allow others to give to us; that way,

generosity benefits all of us.26
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Even with this caveat, however, generosity leads to good rela-

tionships at work. Giving, along with building trust, goes a long

way toward creating a foundation for great relationships at work.

Both also help us pave the way for another building block of

friendships: fun.

Fun

Janet Duliga told me a story about how having fun at work is a

great way to build resonance on a team. One Friday, two people on

her team showed up in red tennis shoes. It really stood out when

they were standing next to each other, partly because it’s not some-

thing most people wear to work. People started joking around with



them: Did they shop together? Did they call each other and plan

what to wear? It was good-natured, and everyone had a laugh.

Janet wanted to keep the fun going, so she bought a pair of

red shoes and agreed with the others that it would be fun to wear

them the following Friday. Team members also wore them at a

big company event that was held off-site, and even more people

joined in the fun.

These shoes became a uniform of their own choosing—and

soon it became a movement. Before long, the entire team owned

red shoes, and people on other teams were wearing them too. The

fun spread, and Red Shoe Friday became a tradition, something

that strengthened bonds among team members and beyond.

Even now, with several team members on other teams or in new

companies, they send each other pictures in text threads. They’re

wearing red shoes to work alone and in groups, and the fun and

authentic connections continue to be powerful and meaningful.

Laughter and fun are powerful forces at work. Laughter cre-

ates positive emotions, which are good for creativity and flow—

that beautiful state when our feelings, thoughts, and actions
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come together and we do our best work.27 Fun and laughter

are a way to bond while also releasing tension. Janet puts it

this way: “Fun creates this energy around whatever it is that’s

going on. When we’re riffing on something like the red shoes, or

we’re laughing about something that happened, or we’re being

absurd, it’s a release. Laughing together is like a steam valve,

but instead of the energy going out, it’s flowing into all of us.

When we go back to our cubicles or offices, we are reenergized

and relaxed. We can focus again, even better than we did before

that bonding moment.”

So how can you insert more fun and laughter into relation-

ships with your coworkers? To start with, it helps to be light-

hearted about work, even challenges. Check yourself when you

get into that hard-driving task mode that we all know so well. If

you spend the majority of your time head down, frowning and

intense, people will stay away.

You can also begin to think about work more like play.

It’s usually not life and death, after all. So, look up. Smile.



Joke around a bit, as you would with friends outside of work.

Try gentle self-deprecation: poking light fun at yourself for a

mistake or your quirkiness will put people at ease and make

it safe for them to have fun with you. Of course, steer clear of

off-color or offensive jokes that have no place at work. And

avoid humor that involves ridicule. It will come back to bite

you.

Trust, generosity, and fun help us to build warm, positive

friendships in the workplace. And, though it takes time and

thoughtful effort to lay this foundation, it pays off in the qual-

ity of our relationships at work. There’s one stumbling block,

however: many of us don’t work in the same building and may

not even be in the same country. Relationships in virtual space

require extra care and attention.
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The Physical Distance: Relationships

in a Virtual World

These days we commonly work with people we never meet face-



to-face. In 2014, a leadership survey found that 34 percent of

leaders said that more than half of their company’s employees

worked remotely, and they expected that percentage to rise sig-

nificantly.28 Working on a far-flung team presents its own set of

challenges: time zones, language barriers, and cultural differ-

ences. All of these things can make it difficult to get to know the

people you work with. And when you only see someone’s name in

your inbox, without a face or a voice to connect it to, figuring out

how to form a bond, much less a friendship, is hard.

One of the biggest obstacles in virtual working relationships

is that we don’t share a common identity and what Stanford

University’s Pamela Hinds calls a “shared context.”29 It’s tougher

to build a sense of belonging when you aren’t physically located

in the same place and when you use different tools, processes, and

technology. We often don’t share the same national culture, and

we may well have different values, different ways of relating to

one another, and different ways of working.

Fortunately, Hinds says these obstacles aren’t insurmountable:

“I’ve seen plenty of highly functional global teams that don’t suc-

cumb to these pressures. They act as a unit, give one another the



benefit of the doubt when things go wrong, and resolve issues

promptly and constructively.”30

You can build relationships with coworkers who don’t sit in the

same office as you, but it takes commitment and conscious effort.

To start, avoid the temptation to engage in instrumental exchanges

about tasks. Instead, make it a priority to get to know your col-

leagues. You can read about their cities, states, or countries, for
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example, and strike up a conversation. Or, take the time at the

beginning of conference calls to talk about nonwork topics like the

weather or upcoming vacations, or to share a laugh. Find easy-to-

use informal technology that allows for spur-of-the-moment video

connections. It’s always better when we can see people.31

Forming warm, meaningful relationships at work is key to

happiness and effectiveness, whether in person or virtually. But,

you don’t approach every kind of relationship in the same way.

There’s one type of relationship that deserves particular attention:

your relationship with your boss.



You Can’t—and Shouldn’t—

Be Friends with everyone

At most workplaces, there are people we simply don’t want

to spend time with—people who lead with values we don’t

respect, people who mistreat us and others, people who take

more than their share or who are downright nasty. There are

also bullies and people who employ passive-aggressive tac-

tics to get what they want. These are people you want to

watch carefully—and sometimes steer clear of.

The Bully

Perhaps you have a colleague who makes snide comments

about people or constantly puts others down. Or, maybe

you’ve had a boss who leads by intimidation. These people

abuse their power. They overshadow, dominate, harm, and

blame others. They are scary, so scary that we sometimes let

them get away with the equivalent of murder; we let them

destroy people at work.
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Why, you might wonder, do they act this way? I can sum it

up in a word: insecurity. I might add another word, too: patho-logical
insecurity. We are all insecure about something. But

these people are insecure about everything. Every interac-

tion is an attempt to prove how much better they are than

everyone else. And, when bullies are questioned about their

abilities or competence, when they sniff failure, or when

something goes wrong, they lash out.

You have two choices with bullies: let them get away with

it or find a way to stand up for yourself. Giving in to bullies

doesn’t make them stop. It emboldens them. If you decide

you must push back, however, be sure to line up support and

resources, especially if they have more power in the organiza-

tion than you do.

The Passive-Aggressive Person

Passive-aggressive people often seem like givers: they act as

if they are helpful, as if they are your friends. But they are

nasty and dangerous. They say one thing, then do another.

They are nice to your face and then talk behind your back.

They act as if they care about you, then the minute someone

more important shows up, they kick you to the curb.



If you want to know if someone’s passive-aggressive, look

out for subtle but persistent attempts to undermine you

or prevent you from doing your job; compliments to your

face (or to your boss) that have a barb or criticism embed-

ded; and feeling you’re often set up to take the blame for

things when you know for sure it’s not your fault. Probably

the best way to know whether or not you are dealing with a

passive-aggressive person is to tune in to your feelings: do

Chapter_05.indd Page 141

21/06/17 7:19 PM

142 hOW tO Be happY at WOrK

you feel helpless in their presence? This is exactly what they

are aiming for.

Trying to deal with these people is like shadow boxing.

If you confront them about their behavior, they have every

excuse in the book. They insist that everything’s fine. They

twist things around. They make you look bad. They even

make it look as if you’re crazy—that you are imagining

things. The first step in dealing with a passive-aggressive

person is to recognize that it’s not all in your head.32 You



may be able to entice them to be more direct, but don’t get

your hopes up; passive-aggressiveness is often a way of life.

So, be on guard. And be kind. That’s sometimes the best

defense of all.

That Special Relationship:

You and Your Boss

It’s typically easier to create friendships with peers. But, it is at least as, or
perhaps more, important to have a good relationship

with your boss. After all, your manager has more influence over

your experience at work than any other person—and more con-

trol over your livelihood. Your boss controls important aspects of

your work and personal life like your pay and bonus, what proj-

ects you are on, when and how long you go on vacation, where

you work, even when you can eat and how much sleep you get

during the week.

This power dynamic strikes a very deep chord for most of

us. Our feelings about a person who has this much potential
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control over us can cause us to react very strongly, even



blindly. We sometimes don’t even see our bosses as human:

we demonize them or treat them like gods. When this hap-

pens, our judgment is clouded. Understanding these dynam-

ics is the first step to building a friendly relationship with

your boss.

I Hate My Boss

Some years back, I worked for a toxic boss. He was ambitious

to the point of desperation; nothing was going to get in the

way of his agenda and his success. Maybe because of this, he

was threatened by almost everyone, including me. He was the

person who hired me, so his attitude was baffling. Did he really

think I would show up and not try to do my best? Why was

he always belittling my ideas? Soon we were at war with one

another.

I was young and a bit over my head, so I take some responsibility

for the situation. As our relationship worsened, my emotions were

overpowering. I despised the man. He knew it, so he upped his

attacks.

Anyone who has ever been in a similar situation knows that

everything suffers when we work for someone we hate. To start



with, we often become obsessed with the boss’s shortcomings

and faults. We think about them—maybe even talk about

them—all the time. This, and all the fear, anger, and disdain

that go along with it, interferes with our ability to think and

perform on the job.

Fortunately, you can almost always do something to help yourself and
possibly even make the relationship healthier—and friendlier.

First, if your boss is indeed destructive, you need to defend yourself.
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You can start by creating psychological boundaries that protect you

from emotional damage. If the situation is untenable, you should

think about leaving. That’s what I had to do; my boss was truly

toxic. More often, though, the situation isn’t that bad.

So, before you quit, ask yourself some hard questions. Let’s say

your boss is not as competent as you’d like him to be. This is frus-

trating, but do you have to hate him? And are your expectations

reasonable? It’s not uncommon for us to want our bosses to be per-

fect. They are not. They have faults and shortcomings, just like us.

It’s easy to project our own “stuff” on a boss. Do you, for



example, secretly worry about your own ability to do your job

and, instead of dealing with it, you call your boss insecure? Are

you jealous of your boss? Or, are you stressed to the max, but

rather than admit it, you tell others your boss is burned-out? Or,

are you resisting authority because that’s what you always do with people
who have power over you?33

Finally, stop blaming and start creating a more positive relation-

ship. When you respond with over-the-top negativity, you make

the situation worse. People know when you don’t respect them and

will often respond in kind. So instead of treating your boss with

disdain, return to the foundations of warm and meaningful rela-

tionships: build trust so your boss lets you do more, figure out what you can
give your boss, and find ways to have a bit of fun together.

You have agency in the situation and can choose to focus more

on what makes you happy about your job and less on what makes

you miserable. You can choose which emotions you lean into—

positive or negative.

I Love My Boss

Now let’s look at the other side of the coin—when we idolize our

boss. It feels a lot better than hate, but adoration blinds us to who
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they are and the impact of their behavior, just as hatred does.

We make allowances and excuses for stupid errors. For example,

we may choose to ignore our manager’s unfair treatment of col-

leagues. Or, we may not fully consider the consequences of his

tendency to give harsh and unhelpful feedback. We may even

cover up his mistakes or unethical behavior. In the end, this

serves no one.

When a manager and an employee are in this kind of rela-

tionship, others are left out. It looks like favoritism, and it usu-

ally is. Team spirit and that important sense of belonging is

destroyed. People get mad—at you. They try to figure out how

to knock you off your pedestal. And if you get knocked down,

your boss will find another acolyte, and the whole unfortunate

cycle starts over.

It can be worse, too, because some bosses become addicted

to adulation. They begin to believe they are infallible. Some

of these bosses like adoration so much they will do just

about anything to keep it coming; that’s when they become



delusional.

Maybe most important of all, idolizing a powerful person

is downright dangerous. I recently met with the dedicated

leadership team at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum.34

The historians and educators at the museum have created an

intense experience that shows the insidious slide into hell that

can happen over time when leaders are adored and are seen to

do no wrong, when fears are fueled and lies are normalized.

True, it’s a long way from dictators and the world stage to

your workplace, but the underlying human dynamics are not

that different. When we find ourselves in a situation where

we allow our boss to slide, or when we compromise our per-

sonal ethics “just a bit” for our beloved boss, we are headed

for trouble.
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a Special Note about Mental Illness at Work

We make jokes at work about people who are “crazy” or “off

their rocker,” but the reality is that mental health issues such



as depression, narcissism, and borderline personality disor-

der are more common than most people think. According to

the National Alliance on Mental Illness, one in five Americans

experiences mental illness in any given year.35 Obviously,

many people who suffer from mental health issues lead pro-

ductive lives at home and at work.

But, partly because of stigma and also because treatment

is difficult to access and use, at any given time we are likely

to be working with people who are suffering with untreated—

and often serious—mental health issues. The tragedy here

is that most of these problems go undiagnosed and people

don’t get the help they need.

Compassion ought to be our first response if we know—

or suspect—that a colleague is dealing with a problem of this

sort. People with mental health illnesses and conditions need

help. They need friends, just as everyone else does. Too often

we size people up, do some armchair diagnosis, and shut

them out. This isn’t fair to you or to them.36

But, you also have to protect yourself from negative con-

sequences that can affect you at work. Take depression:



emotions are contagious, so if you work with someone who’s

depressed, it’s very easy to start feeling down yourself.37 Or, if

you fear someone’s behavior will put your job or reputation at

risk, you have to take precautions; make sure you aren’t linked

in a way that will be harmful to you.
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Have a Healthy, Friendly

Relationship with Your Boss

Given the strong responses that many of us have to our bosses, it’s

hard to even think about being friends with them. But you can.

And you should. It’s good for you, for them, and for business.

Warm, positive relationships with your boss that are character-

ized by clearly articulated and shared values, mutual respect, and

positive regard are helpful and healthy. As Karen Dillon, author

of the HBR Guide to Office Politics, points out, there are perks to being
friends with your boss. She writes: “If your boss considers

you a pal, she’s more likely to trust you with information, say yes

to your vacation requests or a flexible work schedule, and perhaps

most importantly, pick you for high-priority projects and assign-



ments. After all, it’s human nature to treat people you like better

than those you don’t.”38 This doesn’t mean you should seek spe-

cial privileges or favors. It means you (and hopefully your peers,

too) should create a relationship founded on trust, respect, and

fairness.

To create a friendly relationship with your boss, rely on your

emotional intelligence. Think carefully about what you want and

need from this relationship, and examine your feelings and your

motives. Are you becoming friends because you genuinely want

to get along so everyone can be more successful, or are you trying

to develop a friendship because it will benefit you alone?

You’ll also want to rely on your empathy—your ability to put

yourself in another’s shoes. For example, do you really under-

stand the pressures your boss is experiencing from above? Doing

so puts you in a better position to build a healthy relationship

and to help.
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Finally, don’t push a friendship on your boss if he or she is



hesitant. Both parties have to be willing and engaged. Go slowly,

take small steps, and be patient as this could take time. By taking

responsibility for your own feelings and actions, you signal that

you are ready and willing to engage in a relationship that is less

about power or projection and more about real and authentic con-

nections between two people.

Now, let’s turn our attention to what you can do with

everyone—colleagues, bosses, and direct reports—to build

healthier, friendlier relationships.

What You Can Do to Create More

and Better Friendships at Work

It’s time to get serious about building warm, authentic, respectful,

nurturing, friendly relationships at work and finding the love you

need. But this won’t happen by accident. It takes deliberate effort

to make and keep friends in the workplace.

Make Time and Take Time for Relationships

Many of us have very good intentions when it comes to build-

ing warm, positive, and productive relationships at work. But the

sheer weight of everything we must get done often gets in the way.

The minute there is any pressure—an urgent deadline, a shrink-



ing budget—creating rewarding relationships is the first thing to

fall off the list. But, that frazzled, overwhelmed feeling doesn’t

just take a toll on our productivity. It also damages relationships

or prevents them from ever forming in the first place.

So, instead of constantly thinking, “I’m too busy!” make

friendships at work a priority just like any other important part
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of a job. To start, look at your calendar at the beginning of each

week and make sure you have some time blocked off so that you

are available to talk with people or go out for impromptu coffees.

Monitor your actions during the day to ensure you’re not always

in a meeting or engrossed in a task. On a virtual team, you might

make yourself available on a messaging app or schedule virtual

coffee breaks with people. Block out a few hours each month to

reflect on your most important friendships and identify things

you can do for those people that would further build trust and

make them happy.

If you make a connection with one person, he or she is likely



to talk about you in positive way; this helps with the general tone

of the group. You don’t have to socialize every day of the week,

especially if you’re an introvert. Be judicious and do what feels

right to you.

Use Empathy to Build Friendships around Tasks

Friendships often grow around the work that needs to get

done. So, you don’t have to go out for a beer or dinner at the

end of the day (introverts like me are probably rejoicing). Try

chatting at the beginning or end of a meeting, or stopping

sporadically to check in with people. Ask them how they’re

doing, how they feel the project is going, and what they’re

most excited about at work right now. Even short interactions

over time will help people get to know you personally and

forge trust. You don’t have to work in the same office to do

this; you can ask these questions or chat like this whenever

you join a conference or video call.

To do this well, you need to use your emotional intelligence,

especially empathy. Empathy enables you to figure out what peo-

ple care about, what they’re afraid of, and what they find exciting
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in a task or project. Empathy helps you to pay attention to peo-

ple’s body language rather than obsessing about what you’re going

to say; to ask people for feedback about how they perceive you

rather than assuming you know; and to talk about how peo-

ple feel rather than dismissing people’s emotions as irrelevant

or unimportant. This goes a long way toward forming genuine

bonds with the people at work

Forgiveness and Compassion Support Friendships

None of us are perfect. And at work, our shortcomings are often

magnified because of the stressful cultures of our organizations.

It’s important to go into this endeavor of making and keeping

friends with an open mind and an attitude of compassion. Feeling

concerned for the people you work with and being willing to help

them is a powerful signal to people that you are someone to trust,

like, and care for in return.

If the people around you engage in relationship-damaging

behaviors, don’t automatically dismiss them or return in kind.

Don’t judge or condemn. Try forgiving them instead. Take a



breath, take a moment to step away from the situation, and give

yourself or the other person a break. You’ll often find a good

intention underneath bad behavior.

Compassion, forgiveness, empathy, and effort are practical

ways to build friendships at work. These relationships make us

feel fulfilled—something we deserve and want at work. Such rela-

tionships, along with purpose and hope, contribute significantly

to happiness.

Happiness, though, is not something we can take for granted.

We have to work at it and make sure it doesn’t fade or even vanish

from our busy lives and hectic workplaces.
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Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice

In this chapter, you’ve had a chance to think about all the rea-

sons you don’t have friends at work, and all the reasons you need

them. These exercises allow you to examine your beliefs about

friendships in the workplace. If you are like most people, you will

see that some old ways of thinking about relationships at work



need to be replaced with a new and more productive mindset.

Examining the Rules around

Friendships at Work

In this reflection, you can chart what you’ve been trained to

believe about having friends at work and how this affects you.

Then, you can take actions to create the friendly relationships

that will help you to be happy and more successful, too.

1. List all the reasons you can think of for not being friends

with people at work. Now, choose the two reasons

that affect you the most. For each of them, answer the

following questions:

• Why do you believe this about friendships at work?

Where did your belief come from? Parents? Culture?

Role models?

• What evidence do you have from your own experi-

ence that supports this belief?

• Now, ask the opposite: What in your personal experi-

ence shows that this belief is not helpful and may be

harmful?
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• In what ways is this belief serving you? In what ways

is this belief getting in your way or even making you

unhappy?

• If you were to give up this belief, what could you do to

form better and more meaningful friendships at work?

Why or why not?

Generosity and the Extra Mile

True friendships are not based on what we get from one

another. They are based on what we give.

1. To begin this practice, find a quiet place to reflect and

plan for a bit of uninterrupted time. Now, spend a while

simply thinking about the people you work with. At first,

let your mind wander. Think anything you like; allow your

thoughts and feelings to flow freely.

2. Next, focus on two people: one whom you consider a

friend and one who baffles or bothers you (don’t choose

a person you can’t stand—that’s for another day). In turn,

think about these people’s strengths, gifts, and talents.



Reflect also on their “flat sides”—what they don’t do well

and what irritates you about them.

3. Now it’s time to write. For each of these people, write

a list of what you give them at work. Start with general

things like “trust” or “benefit of the doubt.” Next, call to

mind interactions you’ve had with each of these people

and write specifically what you gave them in these

situations (for example, I helped him finish the project

by doing that last analysis; I reviewed his team’s work
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before it went to the boss; I quickly read the conclusions

in the report and added one item).

4. You’ve cataloged a lot of generosity in this exercise. No

doubt there is a difference in how generous you are with

your friend and with the person who bothers you. Most

likely you could be more generous with both people. As

an experiment, review your writing and note the ways

in which you are generous most often (the frequency



is a good indication that you like to do this). Commit to

doing these things a bit more often with both people.

Stick to it and keep a log. At the end of the month,

reflect on your relationships. It’s almost guaranteed they

will get better.
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hearing the

Wake-up Call

Chart a Path to Happiness

Everyone faces trials and tribulations, sorrows and disappoint-

ments in life. And, even when we think we know what it takes

to be happy at work—purpose, hope, friendships—things can go

really wrong. We have little control over some events; good bosses

move on, bad ones take their place. Companies are bought and

sold, leaving us in a precarious position, or we don’t get that pro-

motion we wanted so badly. Often these big and not-very-good

experiences are coupled with a constant stream of smaller prob-

lems that, over time, are harder and harder to deal with.



Maybe you’ve had a series of setbacks at work, at home, or with

your health. Combined, it all feels overwhelming. Even minor

issues, coupled with life’s pace and stress, can be exhausting and

rob you of the joy you used to feel at work. Or, perhaps your job

doesn’t satisfy you anymore. Your daily tasks annoy or bore you.

You’re cynical and negative and not that much fun to be around.
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When this goes on for a long time, it’s all too easy to find yourself on the
wrong side of the happiness line.1 This is exactly what happened to Dr.
Srikala (Kala) Yedavally-Yellayi.2

Kala, a physician and faculty member at Oakland University

William Beaumont School of Medicine, dealt with disappoint-

ments, compromises, and stress for several years until she had a

striking wake-up call that made her aware of just how despon-

dent she had become. In the end, though, Kala’s story is one that

teaches us about enlightenment and how to take control of hap-

piness at work.

The Long March to Unhappiness

Kala woke up a few years ago to find that bit by bit she’d lost



most of what she valued in her work as a physician and a medical

educator. Many of her relationships at work were not satisfying,

and she had little hope that things would change.

It had started with a logical compromise. Kala wanted to prac-

tice medicine and teach, and she wanted a schedule that would

allow her to be with her children as much as possible. Most phy-

sicians are expected to work grueling hours, so Kala felt fortunate

when she was offered a part-time faculty and clinical position

where she was promised a good balance of practicing medicine

and teaching.

Tiny warning bells went off not long after Kala took the job.

For instance, her patient load gradually increased, leaving little

time to advance her academic career. Kala was torn. She loved

her patients, but she also saw herself as a medical educator, so

having to put teaching and mentoring on the back burner was

frustrating. As time went on, it became clear that she wasn’t fully

included in the academic aspects of the institution. She even
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sensed there were deliberate attempts to keep her away from the

scholarly responsibilities she craved.

Once, for example, she was abruptly taken off a prestigious

faculty committee without any discussion or forewarning. When

she asked senior administrators why she wasn’t being invited to

meetings anymore, they told her that they didn’t feel part-time

employees should use their time this way. They as much as said

that they didn’t feel they had to accord her the same opportu-

nities as her full-time peers. They even used Kala’s part-time

status as justification for not giving her a raise when everyone

else received one. The subtext was that her choice to work part-

time while raising her children was not acceptable.

Her patient load increased even more when she was asked to

practice at a women’s shelter—something she found very reward-

ing. The problem was that she was expected to see these patients

in addition to the time she spent in other clinics. This meant that

she was donating all those extra hours. To make it worse, leader-

ship didn’t even acknowledge what was happening in the women’s

shelter, even when the team won a major statewide award for its

work with female patients.



The unfairness rankled, and she was demoralized. But, she

thought, what choice did she have? She was committed to her

patients and felt that leadership had her over a barrel.

Why did Kala stay in this job? She felt lucky to have part-time

work in academic medicine and she loved her patients. But there was

something else going on, too: Kala was caught in the boiling frog

syndrome.3 When you’re in warm water and the heat’s turned up

slowly, you don’t notice. You get used to it, whatever “it” is: being
marginalized, unappreciated, treated unfairly, or taken for granted.

The hot water feels normal, and we stay, even when it hurts.

As Kala explains it, “I thought I couldn’t do better. They deval-

ued me, so I devalued myself . . . I really stagnated as a person,
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as a professional. I didn’t grow. I was a robot. I just went through

the motions.”

The last straw came when the administrators closed her clinic.

She was appalled at the disregard for her patients, many of whom

were elderly and unable to travel to the new location. To make

matters worse, a new rotation schedule meant that there was no



guarantee Kala would even get to see her own patients. “The last

thing I cared about in my job was taken away,” Kala told me. “It’s

like your arm is cut off. All of a sudden, there’s a part of you that’s gone
and you’re looking for it.”

She’d already lost her dreams for her medical education career.

Now she’d lost her patients. She had felt stuck for so long that she

didn’t have any hope that things would get better. She hadn’t felt

safe getting close to people at work, so in addition to everything

else, she was isolated.

Kala ultimately decided she had to leave her job. At first, it

felt great, but soon she was at loose ends. She was a doctor. She began to
think that in order to do the work she loved, she would

have to make the same kind of trade-offs she had in the past and

put up with the same kind of treatment in the workplace. Even

the thought of doing this again made her feel terrible.

You can’t call what happened next “lucky,” but it definitely

ensured that Kala would never compromise her happiness again.

One beautiful bright Sunday, the family was preparing to go to

the temple to mark the start of the holy Hindu holiday Dussera,

Navaratri. Kala’s teenage daughter was excited; she’d been prac-

ticing her dance for months. She left early to drive to a youth



committee meeting and to take the fruits, flowers, and other

things they’d prepared for the ceremony.

Twenty minutes later, Kala’s sister phoned, warning that their

normal route to the temple was shut down due to a bad accident.

Sensing something, Kala’s sister drove to the scene and found to
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her horror that her niece’s car had rolled over and paramedics

were using the Jaws of Life to pry it open. Kala rushed to the

hospital as fast as she could and found her daughter conscious.

The relief was overwhelming, until a few minutes later when her

daughter said, “Mom, am I moving my feet? I can’t dance if I

can’t move my legs.”

Miraculously, Kala’s daughter made a full recovery.

So did Kala. It took time, but she’s made good on her vow to

work in a way that allows her to be happy—and to live as she

chooses.

Kala’s story is not unusual. It’s rarely one problem at work that

leads us across the happiness line. More often, it’s a combination



of many smaller challenges, seemingly logical compromises, and

unending pressure. What Kala did that’s less common, however,

was to listen to her inner voice and bravely take a stand on what

she wanted from her work experience. In this chapter, I will talk

about how we can learn to recognize the early warning signs that

tell us all is not well at work. To start, I will discuss stress, the sacrifice
syndrome, and the ineffective coping strategies we often

adopt.4 Then, I will talk about wake-up calls—those faint physi-

cal, emotional, and relational warning signs that tell us happiness

is slipping away. I will then chart four stages of the journey from

dissatisfaction to happiness at work. At the end of the chapter, you

will have the opportunity to create a personal vision and to plan for
happiness at work.

Stress: The Happiness Killer

Stress is a normal, healthy, physiological response that can be

helpful, especially in situations where we need to protect our-

selves from physical danger. When we perceive a threat, our
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brains react by triggering changes in our nervous system. Our



muscles become tense. Our hearts beat faster in anticipation that

we’re going to need more oxygen and nutrients. Our bronchial

airwaves expand. Our pupils dilute so we can see more around

us. The small blood vessels close to our skin become tight and

small so that we won’t lose as much blood if we’re cut or injured.

Our cognitive processing is enhanced so we think faster—for a

brief period of time. Essentially our bodies are getting ready to

run or fight.5

These responses are helpful when we’re facing real dangers

such as a physical attack or a natural disaster. Unfortunately, our

brains don’t do a very good job of distinguishing this type of seri-

ous danger from the kinds of pressures and threats we experience

at work. Overly competitive colleagues, too little time for what

needs to get done, and poor leadership are just three of the many

problems that can cause constant stress at work, which in turn

causes physical, mental, and emotional problems.

Long-term acute stress leads to high blood pressure, heart prob-

lems, chronic infections, and an increased susceptibility to diabe-

tes and even cancer. There is also a strong connection between

stress and gastrointestinal issues, muscular and skeletal problems,



restlessness day and night, and substance abuse.6

When we are stressed to the max, we often don’t take time

for family, friends, fun, exercise, or even sleep.7 Everything takes

a backseat to other more urgent concerns—like getting up and

going to work to deal with the day-to-day struggles. But, when we

cut out people and things we love, we often exacerbate stress. And

when we skimp on sleep, we are in for real trouble.

I know people who bragged for decades, “I don’t need much

sleep; four hours is great!” Well, they were wrong. We need seven

to eight hours, pretty much every night. If we don’t get it, every-

thing suffers: physical health, emotional well-being, cognition,
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and decision making. If we push through, night after night,

week after week, without enough sleep, we can actually become

unhinged (it’s called sleep deprivation psychosis).8

Lack of sleep and stress can contribute to other mental health

problems, too. For example, some people find themselves dealing

with anxiety disorders. Others overuse sleep aids, pain medica-



tions, or alcohol. Some people get depressed—clinically depressed.9

Sadly, lots of people live in this depressed state—and go to

work—to their own and their companies’ detriment. Depression

affects the US economy and health-care costs as much as heart

disease and AIDS. It’s one of the top three reasons people seek

help from employee assistance programs, and with symptoms like

fatigue, irritability, and inability to process information or make

decisions, it most certainly affects our success at work. Obviously,

depression is the antithesis of happiness.10

Stress, then, has profound effects on our physical and mental

health. Taken to the extreme, we burn out. That extreme state is

far too common, and in fact Arianna Huffington calls burnout

“our civilization’s disease.”11 In today’s world, stress is something we all
experience, and work often makes it worse. This happens

in part because of the sheer amount of work we have to do. When

our beliefs, hopes, and dreams are under attack, or when some-

thing we love at work is threatened, we react as if we are in phys-

ical danger. When these kinds of attacks are constant, stress is

magnified to the point that it can seem like our job is killing us.

In some cases, it might be.

Stress and the Sacrifice Syndrome



The low boil of normal stress—being late for a meeting, turning in

a report late, working with a team that is too small to accomplish its goals—
can leave us in a constant state of worry. Add to this general
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dissatisfaction with our jobs, thwarted purposes, dwindling hope,

and tense relationships and you are in danger of slipping into what

Richard Boyatzis and I call “the sacrifice syndrome.”12 This is espe-

cially true for those of us who take our work seriously and give a lot.

We are the ones who become depleted most and soonest.

This is what happened to Kala. A doctor’s job is literally about

life and death and the pressure is immense. While she and many

emotionally intelligent doctors do manage this intense stress well,

it can take a toll over time.13 And in Kala’s situation, decisions were made
that negatively affected her career, she experienced unfair

treatment and disrespect, and her contributions were not fully

acknowledged.

Threats to our values, to our self-image, and to what we care

about most signal danger and trigger acute stress. For instance,

when a nasty coworker doesn’t invite you to a meeting, you might



feel you are being shunned—again—and have the same kind of

reaction you’d have if that coworker was about to hit you. Or, say

someone criticizes your work publicly. That’s enough to send your

nervous system into high alert—and stay there. When you have a

controlling boss, it feels as if your freedom, your success, and even your
family are at risk.

Added together, the intensity of our jobs and the stress we

experience as a result of threats to our emotional well-being can

push us into the sacrifice syndrome. When we are in the grips

of this syndrome, our bodies can’t keep up with the threats, our

minds don’t work as they should, and emotionally we’re a wreck.

Still, we try harder, give more, and become even more stressed.

We often revert to old mindsets and behaviors that we know don’t

work—the happiness traps we thought we’d overcome. We find

ourselves bulldozing over people just to achieve our goals. We fret

about money, worrying about getting fired and losing our salary

even when that isn’t a remote possibility. Or, we overconform and
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try to be perfect. We may even start to feel helpless to fix whatev-



er’s wrong with us or our work.

Or, take “Bruno,” an operations manager for a high-end retail

brand. His default response to stress was to just work harder.

This may be the most seductive trap of all when we are gripped

by the sacrifice syndrome, because it seems as if it might solve our

problems. But that’s not how it works.

Overwork Is a Trap, Not a Solution

Bruno really liked his job during the first couple of years. He

enjoyed the challenges, had good relationships with his colleagues

and bosses, and saw opportunities for learning and growth. Then

the company hit tough times. Bruno found himself working out-

rageously long hours, but he and his team weren’t delivering the

same results. Tensions ran high on his team, and he found him-

self worrying all the time about what to do to make things better.

The owners of the company were scared; they didn’t know

how to compete in this new environment. They decided they had

to focus on strategy and make some hard decisions. They closed

ranks, and Bruno wasn’t invited into the tiny club at the top.

Bruno’s colleagues saw that he had been iced out. They, too,

were stressed and not at their best and they stopped interacting



with him. Even a good friend on his team decided it was in her

best interest to distance herself from him. And if that wasn’t

enough, the exclusive group at the top took on a new set of inves-

tors who came up with several wrong-headed ideas about how to

run the business. Bruno was forced to make changes that he felt

would be detrimental to the company over the long term. He was

isolated, disempowered, and fearful for himself and the company.

Bruno was experiencing a lot of pressure at work and was

also the primary breadwinner in his family. It was just too
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much. Everything in his life started to look worse than it really

was. He started worrying about losing his job, even though

that wasn’t an actual risk. He couldn’t focus on positives, like

the company still being in the black and his children doing

well in school. His outlook was tainted, and his body and

mind were worn down. Ultimately, Bruno’s stress boiled over

and affected his health and his relationships, too. Colleagues

and his bosses now had real reasons to ignore his input: he was



just too negative.

Like Bruno, my default response to stress is to work harder.

Maybe you do this, too. We work unreasonably long hours. We

don’t take breaks. We answer emails, take calls at night and on

weekends, and skip vacations.

Overwork is not a good coping mechanism for stress. It makes

things worse as we ignore our relationships, cut out fun, and eat

and sleep poorly. Working like this doesn’t help us get more done;

it does just the opposite. We are too tired and worn-out to do

our jobs well. Our resources are depleted. We become frustrated

more quickly. We are more pessimistic. Our judgment suffers, as

do our interactions with others. We lose our sense of humor. We

can’t deal with conflict. And we’re generally less equipped to deal

with even minor upheavals in our lives.14

So if the consequences of stress, overwork, and the sacrifice syn-

drome are so bad, why don’t we deal with them? One word: denial.

Denial Won’t Fix It

Too many of us are in denial about the impact of stress on our effec-

tiveness, our well-being, and our happiness. This happened to me,

for sure. I spent years doing more, and more, and more, thinking



that would fix everything. I ignored the big signs (health) and the

little ones (general irritability with everyone) for far too long. I didn’t
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hear the wake-up calls, even though I’d written about wake-up calls

for Harvard Business Review in the past.15 When I finally woke up, I
wondered how this could have possibly happened to me.

What I realized was that my slip into unhappiness didn’t

happen overnight—nor did Kala’s or Bruno’s. For all of us, there

were signs along the way that things weren’t as we’d like them to

be. But, like a lot of people, I put on blinders and tried to motor

through. I ignored my feelings about the compromises I thought

I had to accept and tried to hide what was happening from my

coworkers, friends, and even family.

The good news is that if you listen carefully (as Kala, Bruno,

and I finally did), your body, emotions, and relationships will

give you clues that something needs to change long before you

cross the happiness line. Tuning in to your wake-up calls before

you’re miserable is a skill that you can practice and get better at.

Hearing the Wake-up Call



Some people face the reality of their unhappy work situation only

as a result of a heart attack, a broken relationship, or a tragedy.

Don’t wait that long. Instead, learn to tune in to the subtle, quiet

messages that tell you to wake up, open your eyes, and see what’s

happening to you. Wake-up calls generally come in three forms:

physical, emotional, and relational.16

Physical Wake-up Calls

When you’re heading toward unhappiness, your body often tells

you that something is wrong. These signals are different for every-

one, of course, but common ones include:

• Eating too much or too little
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• Difficulty sleeping or sleeping too much

• Chronic fatigue

• Gastrointestinal issues

• Headaches

• Neck and back problems

• Tightness in the chest



• Too many colds and other seasonal illnesses

• Onset or worsening of chronic health problems, such as

higher blood pressure

• Not smiling or laughing as much as you used to

We sometimes try to explain away a physical wake-up call,

telling ourselves that it’s temporary or not that serious, and

that feeling slightly unwell is just the price we pay for having a

job like ours. We also try to explain away emotional wake-up

calls.

activate Your emotional Intelligence

The human brain and body thrive when we engage in mind-

fulness practices—a few minutes of quiet reflection and deep

breathing every day. These practices help us to be more self-

aware as we learn to slow down, calm down, and tune in to

what we are thinking, feeling, and experiencing physically.
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Mindfulness also helps us with emotional self-control and

stress management.17



Many people think that to benefit from mindfulness, we

need to meditate for long periods of time every day. But, even

just a few minutes of mindful practice on a regular basis can

help a lot.18 You can start by trying this:

1. Breathe deeply: four slow counts in, hold it for a few

seconds, and four slow counts out.

2. Imagine yourself in a peaceful and beautiful place.

3. Try to think about something that makes you feel good:

what you’re grateful for, maybe a person you care

about or something you are looking forward to. Your

mind will wander at first, and you might feel anxious,

elated, or excited. That’s OK. Just notice your thoughts

and feelings and come back to that peaceful place.

It’s best to practice mindfulness regularly, as in every

day, maybe twice a day, but don’t beat yourself up for

missing days; just recommit to do it the next day.

Emotional Wake-up Calls

Emotional wake-up calls are subtle changes in your feelings, moods,

and approach to your work and to your life. They often include:

• Seeing the glass as half-empty when you’re normally a half-



full kind of person

• Seeing even small problems as insurmountable obstacles

• Feeling sad more often than normal
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• Having difficulty snapping out of a bad mood

• Feeling unappreciated and taken for granted

• Feeling exhausted at the idea of doing something new and

different

• Believing that no matter what you do, it won’t be enough

• Dreading your work

• Getting frustrated easily or having a short fuse

Lots of people miss these emotional wake-up calls because

they dismiss their feelings as irrational or unimportant, or attri-

bute their reactions to outside forces. We might say to ourselves,

“Everybody feels like this sometimes” or “It’s nothing. It will

pass.” Most common of all, we blame it on others: “Of course I’m

angry. My boss is a jerk.”

What’s important when tuning in to your emotions and reac-



tions is not the isolated moment, but the pattern. If you take a

look at the bigger picture and notice that you’re just not yourself

anymore, that your normal optimism is clouded by cynicism, or

that your signature enthusiasm is all but gone, you may be head-

ing in the wrong direction. If you see that you are generally much

more irritable and grumpy than usual, you might want to take

a closer look at what’s going on between you and others. That’s

where relational wake-up calls come in.

Relational Wake-up Calls

Relational wake-up calls usually happen at home first because

that’s where we feel safe to be ourselves. And, no matter how good

we think we are at hiding our emotions, it’s hard to do that in
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all areas of our lives. So even if you manage to cover up at work,

you’re probably not able to keep it up at home.

Susan David, a psychologist and author, writes about what

commonly happens: We yell at our spouses and our kids because

we are frustrated with something that has absolutely nothing



to do with them. Over time, we become sarcastic and cynical

with people we work with, too. It’s as if our bottled-up emotions

explode, or leak in destructive ways. We can’t help it; our ability

to manage our emotions is essentially gone.19

Here are some common relational wake-up calls:

• Most conversations (and emails) are terse and task

oriented: “You pick up the kids and I’ll get the groceries”;

“I need the report by Friday.”

• People say things like: “Are you OK?” “Are you mad at

me?” Or, “You never listen to me anymore.”

• You are not interested in getting to know your coworkers.

• People in your life and at work are distancing themselves

from you.

• People get quiet when you enter a room.

• You find yourself disagreeing and fighting with people

about minor things.

• You are prone to criticize or blame others.

• You overreact when people disappoint you.

• You can’t remember when you last had a good time with

coworkers—or anyone else.



These wake-up calls are also easy to miss because we tend to

shut down and build ever-higher walls around us when we’re busy
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and stressed. It also hurts to see people taking a step back and not

wanting to spend time with us. So, we ignore the signs or blame

others. Neither of these responses will help us chart a path to

happiness and may make matters worse.

Paying attention to physical, emotional, and relational wake-up

calls can help us recognize which side of the happiness line we are

on. Once our eyes are open, we are ready to prepare ourselves

to get back to the kind of work life we want. Let’s return to our

stories to see how listening to wake-up calls can help us get back

on track.

Answering the Call

Kala, as you know, quit her job. She was at a loss, thinking she

might have to compromise again in order to practice medicine.

She knew she did not want to end up in another unhappy situa-

tion and was grappling with what to do.



I expect that Kala would have woken up and reclaimed the

right to be happy at work even without the major wake-up call

of her daughter’s car accident. But the near tragedy pushed her

into an even deeper reflection about life, family, and work. She

became acutely aware of how precious life is, how important it

is to not waste a moment (never mind years) at a job devoid of

purpose, hope, and friendship. Kala saw clearly what the job had

cost her. She vowed not to let it happen again. She took actions,

too, starting with letting people in her circle know that she was

ready for a new challenge—one that would allow her to pursue

medical education.

Some months after the accident, a friend called to tell Kala

about a job that seemed perfect. This time she entered with her

eyes wide-open, her confidence intact, and her commitment to
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putting a fulfilling work experience front and center. She nego-

tiated a role that fit her personal and professional goals. Once in the job, she
relied on lessons she’d learned about what makes a

workplace healthy and built friendships that resulted in her own



and others’ success. When she spotted even a hint of trouble, she

spoke up. There would be no soul-destroying compromises this

time around. It had taken some time, but Kala had found her way

to a new and fulfilling era of life and career.

Bruno’s situation took time, too. He was sidelined and disem-

powered, shut out from any and all important work and decisions.

He could not quit his job; it just wasn’t an option. After a year

of this, something interesting happened: the company encoun-

tered the exact problems he’d predicted and almost went out of

business. The CEO was fired, as was Bruno’s ex-friend—the one

who had shunned him. The chairman of the board took over for

a time and asked lots of questions of the remaining senior leaders.

Repeatedly, the answers showed that one person—Bruno—had

tried to steer the company in the right direction. Ultimately, the

chairman asked Bruno to take the lead on implementing some of

the initiatives he had been suggesting for almost a year.

Bruno’s return to happiness was not simply the result of being

vindicated, however. It had more to do with how Bruno managed

his wake-up call. Like Kala, he didn’t just return to business as

usual when the immediate problems were alleviated. Instead, and



as a first step, he tried to figure out how his responses to the situation might
have made matters worse, not better. Then, he tried to

articulate lessons from his difficult experience that could help him

in the future.

A lot of Bruno’s distress at work obviously had to do with

the ugly situation and his less-than-collegial coworkers. But he

also saw that he had played a role. He realized, for example,

that his emotional responses to what was going on at work had
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not helped him or the situation. He owned up to the fact that

some of his colleagues steered clear of him because of his short

temper and stress. He also realized that negativity had become

a habit—one that did not help him to think creatively or draw

people to him. He recognized that he’d need to change his pes-

simistic outlook.

As a second step, he articulated what he liked about his work,

even during the tough times. He also cataloged some of his

strengths—those that had actually helped him to tough out a

difficult year.



Third, he took a realistic look at his job and his company. He

realized he needed to honestly assess his new job, including rela-

tionships with leaders and his coworkers. He asked questions like:

Can this job provide me with the kind of work life I wanted?

Would it be possible to be at my best and happy in this company,

in this job? What can I do to shift my responsibilities and my

attitude so I can find more meaning in the work I am doing?

Finally, Bruno crafted a plan for the future—a plan that

included a compelling personal vision for himself as a person and

a professional.

What Bruno did is a multistep process that we can use to turn

a wake-up call into actions that help us on the journey back to

happiness.

Four Stages of the Journey from

Despair and Resignation to Happiness

Hearing a wake-up call is the beginning of your trek back to hap-

piness. Let’s now look at four stages of the journey from where

you are now to a much better, happier you at work.
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Stage One: Get Me the Hell Out of Here

Once you wake up to the fact that you’re not happy, you’re likely

to be flooded with emotion. It’s not fun, but in an odd sort of

way, it can feel good, especially if you’ve been suppressing your

emotions for a long time. But what do you do with all these

feelings? It can be overwhelming, but stay with it. Emotional

self-awareness is the first stage of awakening.

Emotional Self-Awareness

When you start to notice some of the difficult and even destruc-

tive emotions that have become habitual, you might react by

trying to stuff those feelings away again. This is normal, but

it’s not productive. To counter that reaction, start by simply

noticing when you want to push those feelings down with old

excuses or when you start saying to yourself, “How I feel doesn’t

matter; I just need to get my work done.” Don’t minimize what

you’re going through (“Everyone has bad days”), blame yourself

(“Other people are able to deal with a lot more. What’s wrong

with me?”), or think that your stress doesn’t count because it’s

work related (“I should be able to just leave it at the office”).



Instead, be honest with yourself about your feelings, thoughts,

and reactions.

I call this letting your amygdala out for a walk—on a leash.

Allow yourself to feel, really feel, those primal emotions. Maybe

you’re angry at others. More than likely you’re angry at yourself.

You feel hurt, and you feel you might have wasted a lot of time.

A caution: when you recognize and admit that you’re unhappy

at work, you might be inclined to make a big change—give up

on your dreams, find a new business partner, tell your boss off,

or quit your job. This is where emotional self-control comes in.
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Emotional Self-Control

Most of the time you will need to find a way back to happiness

without changing your job. Even if you think it might be time to leave, as
Kala and I ultimately realized, it’s a mistake to make

decisions in amygdala hijack, when our limbic brain—not our

rational brain—is calling the shots.

Emotional self-control is just what it sounds like: managing

your feelings so they don’t become destructive to you or others.



You want to use your newfound anger, hurt, or even sadness to

drive you to do the right things, like take care of your physical

and mental health and rekindle relationships.

For example, if you’ve been ignoring your blood pressure,

weight, or general fitness, commit to dealing with it and start

(small) today. Take a walk. Sit quietly for a few minutes and

breathe. Look at your calendar and cancel some appointments so

you can go to the gym (or the doctor).

Or, if you have realized that you may be a little bit depressed

or are dealing with other mental health problems (like overuse

of alcohol or other substances), don’t beat yourself up. That’s

likely going to make it worse. Instead, you may want to take

a big step and recognize it’s time to get help. This may be

hard to do, as we’ve been conditioned to believe that having

mental health problems is shameful. It’s not. On the contrary,

it’s a normal response to an abnormal situation (working hard

enough to kill yourself and being unhappy all the time). So,

have compassion for yourself, take a deep breath, and reach

out.

As you wake up to how you are really feeling and the conse-



quences of long-term stress or unhappiness, it often helps to start

by talking to a loved one or a friend about what you are feeling

and what you are doing about it. Reaching out and rekindling

a friendship is one of the best and fastest ways to start on a
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new path. With good friends, we can let it all out. They listen

and help us move through our strong emotional reactions to a

wake-up call. Friends can also help us rein in our more negative

feelings and begin to change our mindset so we are ready to

make changes.

Self-awareness and emotional self-control help us to

understand what’s going on with us and then manage our

feelings so we can make the right decisions. When we’re able

to manage our emotions like this, we are more likely to acti-

vate hope and see a bright future. We can lean on another

emotional intelligence competency to help us, too—positive

outlook.

Positive Outlook



We all have narratives that we tell ourselves when we’re under

stress or in a difficult situation. And the tapes that play inside

our head continue to roll even after a wake-up call. Many peo-

ple start by blaming others for their unhappiness. Some people

never get past that. You can. Try to look at the situation more

objectively. Shifting your narratives from negative to positive

can have a profound impact on your mental state, transform-

ing feelings from lack of control to self-efficacy, and from over-

whelmed to resilient.

As you learned in chapter 4, drawing on your memories is a

good way to tap into hope and optimism, which provide psycho-

logical resilience and the ability to bounce back from negative

circumstances. When we choose optimism over pessimism, the

parts of our nervous system that are involved in the stress response

begin to lose power and we’re able to remain calm, energized,

and focused. The practices that I talked about in chapter 4—

gratitude, reflection on what’s right—can help you weather a

tough month or even a difficult year.
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Stage Two: Figure Out What You Like and

Hold Steady, Even When It’s Tough

Murray Wigsten is, as I write this book, eighty-eight years old.20

He’s still working and he’s happy. Murray is an antiques dealer;

he buys old tools, toys, art, and what’s called “primitive” furniture in the
United Kingdom and Holland and sells it all at auctions in

New England. It’s not easy work. It is physical (he fixes and refin-

ishes the objects before selling them), and there’s no guarantee

that he’ll get what things are worth in an auction.

I asked him what the secret to being happy at work is and he

told me, “You’ve got to like what you do. Work isn’t always going to be fun,
but there’s got to be something, every day, that makes

it feel worthwhile. Buying and selling antiques is risky. But it’s

an adventure, and I like adventure. I like going to new places—

flea markets in rural England, little stores tucked away in small

towns, even people’s homes and barns. I like meeting people and

I like talking to them. It’s fun. And the stuff I buy and sell—it’s

terrific, it’s beautiful, the people who made it were so clever. I also feel like
it’s worthwhile to save this stuff.”

Making sure that his work links to what’s important to him is a



big part of why Murray likes what he does. But when we are stuck

and unhappy, we can easily lose sight of what matters to us. If

you’re navigating through a wake-up call, it’s critical to reconnect

with what matters to you—your values and the impact you have

on something that’s important to you. Spend time figuring out

what you care about and make sure you can do something linked

to that today, something that makes you feel you are having positive impact
right now.

By finding opportunities to act on what matters to you, you’re

doing two things: moving back to happiness and shoring up your

resources so you can stay the course as you move to the future.
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Moving from a wake-up call to a new work life takes time and can

be tough. You’ve got to be patient. You’ve also got to be resilient.

Another friend, Charles Ramsey, shared good advice about

how to hold steady when things are tough.21 Charles recently

retired as commissioner of the Philadelphia Police Department.

Chuck, as his friends call him, is not your stereotypical police

leader. He defines “law enforcement” as “upholding constitutional



rights.” Among his many accomplishments, he was appointed by

President Obama to lead task forces on law enforcement and gun

control. Now, he’s consulting to major cities on policing and the

serious issues facing our communities today. He also leads the

Police Executive Leadership Institute, which I am proud to be

part of. The institute, which we developed with the Major Cities

Chiefs Association and the US Holocaust Memorial Museum,

prepares the best up-and-coming police executives for the top

jobs in North America’s largest cities.22 In essence, the program

helps these talented individuals lead differently from the histor-

ical norm in policing, while changing the institutions’ cultures

and place in our communities.

Chuck was police chief in Washington, DC, during the

9/11 attacks, the anthrax crisis, and the DC sniper case—some

of the toughest situations a police leader could face. But in a

profession like policing, even normal day-to-day work is tough.

Everyone, from new recruits to senior leaders, sees and hears

about the worst humanity can offer, every single day. When

I asked Chuck how he dealt with it, he said two things. First, and

similar to what Murray Wigsten expressed, he said, “You’ve got



to like what you do. You’ve got to find meaning in it and you have

to feel that what you do will make a difference.”

Then he said something else that caught my attention:

“Sometimes, you just have to keep going. Some days, you don’t

want to get out of bed. You want to quit. You want to be done
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with it. But you can’t. You’ve got to steel yourself and just keep

going.”

It’s true. There are times when we have to manage our urge to

run away. We just have to stick it out. Work is not always going

to be fun, or good, or a happy place. That’s unrealistic to expect.

But, as Chuck said, “You’ve also got to be careful not to shut

down, not to bury your emotions forever. It’s tempting, especially

if you see the kinds of things we see. But if you shut down, prob-

lems will crop up—at work and at home.” He went on to add that

you can’t continually dwell on the negatives. You have to turn

your attention to aspects of the day-to-day that make you feel

good about yourself and your team.



Charting a path to happiness at work means focusing not on

what makes you miserable but on what you like to do, the kind

of people you want to work with, and the kind of company that

inspires you, even if things aren’t always perfect. Being clear about your
purpose, finding a hopeful, optimistic view of the future at

work, and building the kind of friendships that you want at work

are the key to understanding what you like about your current

job—or what you must seek in a new one.

Remember, you won’t be happy in a job that doesn’t allow you

to be who you are, or to pursue meaning and to have impact in

a way that makes you feel that your efforts are worthwhile. It’s

either time to change how you see the job and your work or time

to find a new job. The only way you can know the difference

is if you take stock—honestly and objectively—of your current

situation.

Stage Three: Honestly Assess Your Work Situation

People, culture, and systems at work have the power to influence

what we do and how we do it. They also have an impact on how
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we feel. It’s true we can’t change all the things we dislike or that

drive us crazy at work. But most of the time, we have a lot more

control over what we do and how we do it than we think. Most

importantly, we can always choose how we feel.

Assessing work fairly means monitoring how we see it, as well

as how we see ourselves and others. For example, maybe you’re

trying to figure out what motivates your irritating boss, and you

find yourself thinking: “She just wants money,” or “He’s a control

freak,” or “He doesn’t have a clue.” Instead, you may choose to see

that your boss has human weaknesses as we all do but is trying to

do the right thing. Or, instead of seeing your boss as incompetent,

you see that she has huge pressures from above that are causing

her to act in less-than-ideal ways.

What about your coworkers? Are they really all inept or evil?

It’s unlikely that they are. Instead of painting them with a broad

brush, can you get a bit better at seeing them as individuals? You

can also learn to diagnose why your team is working effectively—

or why it is not. Again, this knowledge isn’t a panacea. But it’s a

lot better than a monolithic, almost stereotypical view of people

and teamwork.



And what’s really going on in your organization? Is the culture

as powerful and as toxic as you think it is? Are there any redeem-

ing values that you can focus on? There usually are, and people

have a hard time fighting you if you lead with something inspir-

ing about the company, its noble purpose, and its values.

The basic lesson here is that if we want to assess our work

situation fairly, we have to let go of the habitual ways we view

people and our work experience. This new perspective doesn’t

fix the situation, of course, but it does help us to see more solu-

tions than we had when we were locked into the old way of

viewing things. The goal is to separate out what’s you, what’s

them, and what’s the organization. You can only change your
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own behavior, of course, but making these distinctions will

help you determine whether you stay where you are or move on.

This is a big decision. I don’t believe that making big changes

is wise unless you know where you are going and how you might

get there. So, to end this chapter, I invite you to spend time think-



ing about what really matters to you, the future you’d like to craft

for yourself, the people you care about (at home and at work), and

the kind of work life you’d like to have.

Stage Four: Run toward the Future,

Not Away from the Past

When in dire straits, it’s natural to want to run away from the

problem. There are different ways of running away, of course.

The most obvious is to quit your job. A not-so-obvious way is to

shut down. We all know these people: they are physically present

at work, but their minds and hearts are somewhere else.

Sometimes, of course, running away is the right thing to do,

but it’s better—much better—to run toward something. This

requires you to engage in intentional change, a process of planning

for the future developed by my good friend Richard Boyatzis.23

You will have a chance to do this at the end of the chapter. For

now, though, it’s important to understand that when you’ve heard

a wake-up call, you need to engage optimism and commit to a

positive outlook about the future. Easier said than done, I know.

But it’s essential. Otherwise, you may make rash—even stupid—

decisions that you may regret.



For intentional change to work, you also need to tap into con-

fidence and self-efficacy. You may be beaten down. Your resil-

ience and strength may be drained. But, as you see that glimmer

of hope about the future, your belief in yourself will begin to

grow. Trust yourself: if you’ve heard the call, and if you commit

Chapter_06.indd Page 180

20/06/17 4:32 PM

Hearing the Wake-up Call 181

to moving toward a dream rather than running away, you are

ready to craft a personal vision and a plan to get there.

Personal Reflection and Mindful Practice

Intentional change is a powerful process that will help you to

move toward your dreams, while enjoying the journey. In this

exercise, you will be guided to reflect on what’s important to

you now and in the future and gain clarity on what you want

and where you are going. You will also have an opportunity to

assess yourself, craft a learning plan, find people to help you,

and consider how to practice new ways of engaging with life

and work.

Each part of this exercise aligns with one of the five interre-



lated steps of intentional change:24

• Crafting a personal vision for my life and my work

• Seeing the truth of today: my real self

• Creating a learning plan

• Finding people who want to help

• Experimenting and practice

Crafting a Personal Vision for

My Life and My Work

Begin by determining which aspects of your life are import-

ant to you, even those you may not spend a lot of time on

now. Most people include things like family, love, health,

spirituality, and work. Other people include friendships,
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making a difference, learning and growth, or living a com-

fortable life.

Next, think about how you’d like all of these aspects of your

life to be in the future. Where do you want to live and with whom? What
will you be doing? What kind of job or profession will you have? What
kind of lifestyle will you have? What



do you want your daily life to be like?

Now it’s time to write. Imagine that it’s five to ten years in

the future. Pick a date that’s significant to you, like a birth-day, your child’s
graduation from school, and so on. Now put

yourself in the future on that day—truly imagine that you are

living the life you’ve dreamed about. Write as clearly as you

can about each aspect of your life and work as it will be in the

future. Write in the present tense, as if the future is already here. Be sure to
include what will make you happier at work—

what will make work feel meaningful, inspiring, and fulfilling.

This is your personal vision—an all-encompassing picture

of the future that includes every aspect of your life. If you’re

worried that your dreams are far-fetched, remember that

most of us are not in danger of dreaming too big. Far too often, we rein in
our imagination too early and sell our dreams

short.

Seeing the Truth of Today: My Real Self

The next step is to take stock. Where are you now? What

strengths do you have that will help you bridge the gap

between today and that future vision? What resources do

you see in yourself, your immediate environment, or on the



horizon? Of course, you will also want to think about what’s

missing. For example, do you need new skills or more edu-
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professional colleagues? Do you need to attend to your health

and well-being?

To get an accurate sense of where you are today with

respect to your work, ask others’ opinions. You can do this in one of several
ways: ask a few trusted friends at work; ask

your partner or loved one what he or she thinks about your

work life; get your coach’s thoughts, if you’re working with one. You can,
of course, talk with your manager. But be careful. Often it’s not safe to
make yourself so vulnerable. Even if

it is, your manager may have his or her own agenda in sharing

feedback with you.

The bottom line is that you need multiple sources of infor-

mation to get a clear picture of where you are now with

respect to what’s fulfilling at work and what’s not, what you’re

good at that you’d like to continue, and what you need to

change if you are to realize your vision for the future.



Creating a Learning Plan

The next step is to create a learning plan. This plan is more

than performance goals and milestones; it is a plan for what

you need to learn or change in order to reach your dream.

Most learning plans include no more than five or six learn-

ing goals, each of which will take a year or more to attain.

For example, maybe you see yourself reaching the execu-

tive suite in your company as part of your life vision. You’re

currently a middle manager who’s come up through product

development. You know you need to broaden your experi-

ence, so a learning goal might be: “Seek and attain a job

in marketing and sales.” Or, in your personal vision, you’ve written about
living and working outside your home country. So, a learning goal could be
to become fluent in another
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language. For each goal, you can now generate milestones

and action steps—things you need to learn and do on your

way to the goal.

Finding People Who Want to Help



Asking for help is not always easy, and finding the right peo-

ple can be tough. They are there, though, and you will be sur-

prised at how generous many of them will be when you ask

for support.

Still, it’s not always safe to ask for help from people at work.

Just because you are on a path toward happiness and health

doesn’t mean others in your workplace are, and they may be

resentful. If the culture is toxic, you have to watch out for how

your request could be misconstrued or even used against

you. Here are a few guidelines for finding your helpers and supporters:

• Don’t start by asking people for help. Instead, identify

a few people who have your best interests at heart and

find ways to help them. They will welcome your generos-

ity and want to support you in return.

• Tell these people that you are planning for a happier,

healthier work life and that you need their help. Don’t

feel compelled to talk about your plan as you would a

typical, conventional performance improvement plan.

That’s not what it is.

• Stay safe. Steer clear of those who could or would harm



you to further their own agendas. You know who they
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are. So even if it would “look good on paper” to have

that senior manager, or that mentor, as one of your help-

ers, if they won’t have your best interests in mind, don’t

do it.

Experimenting and Practice

The next step is to make progress on your plan and learn

along the way. You will need to take some risks, think differ-

ently, and behave differently, too. Keep two things in mind as

you begin to try on a new attitude and new ways of approach-

ing your work: make time for experimenting and be compas-

sionate with yourself.

• MAKE TIME. If you try to add all of the actions in your

learning plan to your already busy life, you will fail. You

can’t realize your personal vision unless you change how

you spend your time. Here are some practical tips for

changing your schedule:



– Stop talking with people at work about how bad

things are

– Don’t go to meetings you don’t need to attend

– Work at home at least once a week if you can; reduce

your commute by going during nonpeak hours; even

better, if it’s a short distance, walk or bike to work

– Learn to use technology better

– Don’t look at email or texts every hour (much less

every ten minutes)
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Remember, you’re trying to make significant changes

to how you live and work. This won’t happen overnight,

and you need to be a consistently active player. Stay

connected to your dream and take the big and small

actions that will help you to do things differently.

• BE COMPASSIONATE WITH YOURSELF. Few of us can

enter a change process like this without tripping up and

making mistakes. Be kind to yourself. Catalog wins and



successes as you go. When you find yourself having a

hard time learning or reaching a goal, focus on the learn-

ing, not the problems or stumbling blocks. And be brave.
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Chapter 7

Sharing happiness

at Work

Create a Resonant

Microculture on Your Team

Cultivating happiness at work is a deliberate, conscious act.

You now know what it takes: finding and living your purpose,

focusing passionately on your future, and building meaningful

friendships.

There is one more thing you can do that will further increase

your own happiness while also helping others: create a resonant

microculture on your team. A resonant microculture is marked

by a powerful and positive emotional climate as well as shared

purpose, hope, vision, and norms that support happiness and suc-

cess. Everyone is supported to work hard and work smart, while



also feeling good about themselves and their accomplishments.

In this chapter I will talk about the kind of culture we all want

at work and contrast it with the toxic cultures we see too often.
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I will share ideas about what you can do to create a resonant

microculture: take charge of the emotional climate of your team,

commit to shared purpose and vision, and create emotionally

intelligent norms to support healthy ways of working together.

I will end the book with a happiness manifesto: actions we must

all commit to if we are going to be happier and more successful

at work.

The Power of Culture

Roberto Pucci is an executive vice president at Sanofi, a global

health-care company.1 He has also worked at Hewlett-Packard,

Agilent Technologies, and Fiat. In each of these companies, he

has revamped and transformed virtually all aspects of the people

function. His innovations in talent management, leadership

development, training, and benefits have shaped how people work



and enabled employees and companies to excel. Throughout

his career, Roberto has worked to humanize his organizations,

making it possible for people to learn, grow, and thrive.

Roberto helps leaders create environments that support good

work, good outcomes, and fun. His own meetings are focused and

lively. People laugh a lot and they get things done, too. He sets the tone by
telling jokes, as well as praising people and minimizing

his own contributions. He’s created a culture around him that

diminishes hierarchy and supports creativity and innovation—a

culture where the people who work for him feel empowered and

committed.

Roberto said, “What drives me is the ability to make a differ-

ence in what I do. Every single time I left a job, I always asked

myself, What is it that I’m leaving behind? If the answer ever

turns out to be, ‘Well, not that much,’ then that would create a
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very deep sense of frustration. “And,” he continued, “if my prod-

uct is people, I want to leave the company with a better product.

If, when I leave this job, I can say that the people who work at



Sanofi are able to become better individuals because of what we

do in this company, because of the way we manage and the rela-

tionships we’ve built, then I’m satisfied. That’s what my job is all

about.”

One of the ways that Roberto has brought this to life has been

to focus on culture, something he knows to be one of the most

important drivers of individual and collective success. It can also

be an almost insurmountable barrier. An organization’s culture

has an impact on virtually everything we say and do in the work-

place: how we work; with whom we can talk and collaborate;

what is taboo and what (or whom) is to be revered. Culture even

has an impact on what we think and how and feel. Ultimately,

culture affects the extent to which we can use our talents and

whether or not we can be effective at work.

Unfortunately, too many of our organizations’ cultures do not

help us to accomplish our goals, much less be happy. They are

toxic: they stifle talent, hijack success, and make us miserable.

Resonant cultures are harder to find in our organizations; these

are the ones that foster creativity, adaptability, and collaboration.

It’s easy to tell which is which.



Toxic Cultures

• Intense pressure to get short-term results

• Taboos against speaking up to power

• Us-versus-them mentality

• Dysfunctional competition
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• Lots of talk about values but not enough action

• Lack of clarity around a vision

• Disrespect

• Lack of appreciation

• Pessimism

• Incivility and hurtfulness tolerated or even encouraged

• Inequity, absence of meritocracy, and injustice

These conditions result in fear, cynicism, lack of trust, anger,

and withholding of time, energy, and talent, not to mention

deep and pervasive unhappiness. Who wants to live that way

at work?

What we need instead are resonant cultures where we can



thrive physically, intellectually, and emotionally.2

Resonant Cultures

• A sense of unity around a noble purpose

• Overt commitment to virtues and values like honesty,

forgiveness, gratitude, wisdom, and love

• A clear, inspiring, and shared vision of the future

• Generosity of time, talent, and resources

• Taboos against hurtful treatment of others, dishonesty, and

cynicism

• Respect for the individual’s right to grow and develop

• Celebration of differences
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• Compassion and humane treatment of everyone in good

times and bad

• Fairness and justice

• Integrity

• Fun

Resonant cultures help us to contribute to the organization’s



ultimate goals and to society. We delight in challenge, respect

and appreciate one another’s differences and strengths, and value

generosity, openness, honesty, and justice. We are able to deal

effectively with conflict without harming one another; we learn

from our failures and revel in celebrating successes together.3

It’s pretty obvious where most of us would prefer to work. But

if your company isn’t there yet, you can make it better, by taking

responsibility for culture building.

Take Personal Responsibility for Your Culture

In Primal Leadership, Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and

I made the point that “great leaders move us. They ignite our

passion and inspire the best in us.”4 Richard and I went on to say

that “great leaders are awake, aware, and attuned to themselves,

to others, and to the world around them. They commit to their

beliefs, stand strong in their values, and live full, passionate lives.”5

But it’s not only senior leaders who must have these qualities

and behave this way. Work is just too complicated and there’s too

much at stake to rely on a few people at the top of our organiza-

tions to guide us, help us to succeed, or make us happy. Today,

each and every one of us must be a resonant leader. This is particularly true
when we are talking about culture—that powerful force



that affects how we feel, what we believe, and what we do at work.
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Of course, it’s nigh impossible for any one person to trans-

form an entire organizational culture; it’s just too complex and

far-reaching. What you can do, however, is commit to creating

a resonant microculture with the people you work with most

closely: your office mates, peers, bosses, and team members.

You may work on or lead a formal team—a relatively stable

group where each member has a designated role and goals are clear.

Or, you may work on several teams that are less formal and more

fluid—groups that come together around tasks or projects. You may

not even be on a designated team. Insteand, your group is the people

you see and talk with every day, in person or online. Whatever the

nature of your connection with others, you can take steps to create

a healthier environment, no matter what else is happening in the

larger company.

When you take responsibility for the culture that surrounds you

and your closest colleagues, your team can become an oasis, even



in the most dysfunctional organizations. Instead of a climate that

is marked by tension, anxiety, and stress, your team can have an

aura of excitement and camaraderie. Instead of questionable values

and ethics, you and your teammates hold yourselves accountable

for living shared values and behaving in ways that make you proud.

Creating a Resonant Microculture

If you want to create a resonant microculture, start by managing

the emotional tone of your team—what it feels like to be at work.

Next, focus on crafting a shared purpose that is rooted in values

you all care about. Build a hopeful, shared vision that unites you

as you look to the future. Last, commit to emotionally intelligent

“rules of the game”—norms that make your team fun to be part

of and more effective, too.
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Shape Your Team’s Emotional Reality

When we spend a good deal of time with the same people—as we

do in teams—we create a shared emotional reality: the tone, tenor, and
climate of the group. This happens because emotions spread

like wildfire between and among people. And it’s not that we are



simply reading body language or encouraging one another to feel

a certain way: our brains are wired to pick up and mirror other

people’s emotions. This means that moods are easily shared and

the emotional reality on a team permeates every aspect of work.6

The emotional reality of a team is self-reinforcing: when one

person’s toxic feelings leak, others become negative, too. Shared

fear, frustration, and cynicism breed more of the same. We find it

very hard, if not impossible, to be happy when we are surrounded

by misery.

The same is true for passion, hope, and caring: when people

catch our positive feelings, they want to help, support, and be

with us. People want to join us when we express commitment to

meaningful values, excitement, enthusiasm, and hope. When we

express warmth and acceptance for others, people can feel that

too, and they like it.7

Happiness grows exponentially when we share it. The good

news is that we have a great deal of control over the emotional

reality of our team. To begin, it helps to reflect on how you typi-

cally influence your team’s emotional reality.

Because so many organizations are unhealthy (or downright



toxic), it is important to understand how your organization’s cul-

ture affects you. You can easily get swept away by others or your

organization’s not-very-healthy climate. Instead, focus on what

you find meaningful at work, consciously adopt a positive out-

look, and focus on your own and others’ strengths. This will go a

long way to keeping toxicity at bay.
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It is also important to get very good at managing your own

emotions so you can contribute to building resonance with and

for the people around you. Obviously, a healthy emotional cli-

mate will include a hefty dose of positive feelings. Excitement,

enthusiasm, pleasure, pride, and joy, for example, are emotional

experiences that constructively affect each person and a team’s

climate.

But anger, fear, frustration, and sadness have their place in the

emotional reality of a team, too. These feelings signal injustice,

danger, and inefficiency, among other things. Similarly, impa-

tience, anxiety, and contempt are signs that something needs to



change. We don’t want to filter out all of these emotions. They are

helpful markers that tell us that something’s wrong and we need

to do something about it. The trick is to know which feelings to

share when, and how to do it in a way that fosters connection and

collective well-being.

A powerful and positive emotional reality is supported by

strong bonds among and between people. We often need to chal-

lenge ourselves to enter into relationships with our teammates that

are more personal, caring, authentic, and intense than is com-

mon in most workplaces. This is scary for many people. But if

you think about it, we already have very personal relationships at

work. We just pretend we don’t. Or, our relationships are charged

and intense, but they are negative. We shy away from feelings that

connect us—the kind of feelings that can make the emotional

reality of our team more positive.

These shifts in your mindset and behavior can have an

almost immediate impact on how it feels at work and can ulti-

mately change the emotional reality of your team for the better.

You can further build resonance by committing to a shared

purpose—one that everyone on the team finds meaningful and



compelling.

Chapter_07.indd Page 194

21/06/17 7:22 PM

Sharing Happiness at Work 195

Seek Common Purpose

One of the most important pillars of a resonant microculture is

a noble purpose borne of shared values and the desire to make

a difference together. To create a shared purpose, we need to be

clear about our own individual beliefs, our cherished principles,

and our ethical code.

Next we need to find common ground. One way to do this is

to look to the values that people the world over hold in highest

esteem: justice, love, compassion, forgiveness, integrity, honesty,

freedom, and wisdom, to name just a few. We can also look to



the values our organizations uphold—values that we believe are

noble and good and will help people strive to be their best selves.

Almost all organizations have values that we can buy into—ones

that make us proud to work at our company. True, most organi-

zations are not perfect when it comes to acting on these values.

We can, however, choose to adopt and live these values on our

team.

We all come to work with different values and beliefs as a result

of our different nationalities, religions, upbringing, and work

experiences. So, people on our teams have personal values that

matter to them—values that may not be understood or shared by

everyone. Navigating this is not easy. It takes courage and emo-

tional intelligence to have conversations that will result in shared

purpose, but it’s worth the effort. That’s because these conversa-

tions help us discover common ground and foster stronger bonds

among and between people.

A clearly articulated shared purpose enables us to focus our

attention on something that matters to us, something we find

meaningful. This is where walking the talk comes in. To bring

shared purpose alive, we can help one another to do the things we



love at work—things that make work feel like a calling. We can

Chapter_07.indd Page 195

21/06/17 7:22 PM

196 hOW tO Be happY at WOrK

also make a point to appreciate one another for making a differ-

ence and celebrate successes.

A shared purpose is a powerful driving force in teams and a key

aspect of your team’s resonant microculture. So, too, is a vision of

the future that inspires and motivates everyone.

Nurture Hope and Your Team’s Shared Vision

Like shared purpose, hope is a pillar of a resonant microculture.

The elements of hope—an optimistic vision of the future, plans

for getting there, and the belief that we have the power to make

it happen—are key to happiness and to our team’s effectiveness.

A clear picture of the future helps us to plan what we need to

do and how to do it as a group. With a shared vision, we are

emboldened to set noble goals that inspire us to challenge our-

selves beyond what we thought possible.

Hope and a shared vision helps us to be effective as a team, to

achieve and to excel. When we succeed or even face challenges



together, we feel connected, committed, and inspired to give gen-

erously for the benefit of the group. When we know where we

are going, roles become clearer, it is easier to see how to organize

work processes and prioritize tasks, and we are willing to work

hard together. Finally, shared hope helps us to feel stronger than

we would alone and empowered to reach for our dreams.

To bring hope and a shared vision to your team, it’s important

to cultivate optimism, confidence, and adaptability. You can set

the expectation that you will remain calm in the face of difficul-

ties, be patient, and delay gratification.8 These are examples of

norms that support hope and shared vision on your team. There’s

more: to create and sustain a resonant microculture on your team,

it is important for everyone to adopt norms that are grounded in

emotional intelligence.
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Commit to Emotionally Intelligent Team Norms

Emotional intelligence supports each of us to understand our-

selves, what we care about, and our hopes for the future. Emotional



intelligence also guides us in how we work together—how we cre-

ate friendly, positive, and productive relationships.

Throughout this book, you have read stories of people who

understand the power of purpose, hope, and friendships at work.

All of these people also worked to create a resonant microculture

in their workplaces. Here are some of the emotionally intelligent

norms I’ve seen them foster on their teams:

• Seek to understand each other’s viewpoints and feelings.

• Actively care for people.

• Respect and accept people for who they are.

• Connect with people around higher purpose and dreams.

• Engage in open, honest dialogue.

• Don’t shy away from conflict, but don’t harm people or

relationships.

• Be reliable and consistent to build trust.

• Take the lead and also be a good follower.

• Celebrate success.

Emotionally intelligent teams also adopt norms that support

a sense of belonging. One way to do this is to create a shared

language—special ways of describing your work, your values, and



your goals. Another way is to create team traditions and rituals—

ways of celebrating success, for example, or things you always do to

mark special occasions. You can also make it a habit to share playful
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times and fun. Sometimes the simple things matter most: talk with one
another, not at one another; get to know each other personally; find
something to care about and love in everyone.

These emotionally intelligent norms, along with shared pur-

pose and a hopeful, shared vision, are key to your team’s resonant

microculture. By committing personally to taking responsibility

for the culture and emotional reality of your team, your team can

become a place where people can be effective and happy at work.

On the Road to Happiness

Life is too short to be unhappy at work. So, it’s time to put into practice
what you’ve learned. You can now liberate yourself from old-fashioned and
flat-out wrong dictates about the nature of work. You can also free yourself
from the happiness traps that keep you miserable: misplaced

ambition, assuming money will make you happy, feeling helpless, and

trying to do what others think you should do, rather than what you

truly want. You can even begin to heal from the wounds of stress and

overwork to make changes in your life and at work.



In place of these dangerous traps and old myths, you can

choose to believe you have the right to be happy at work. This is

where the journey begins, where you find and live your purpose,

focusing passionately on your future, and building great friend-

ships with your colleagues, bosses, and direct reports.

Happiness at Work: A Manifesto

• Be authentically yourself and celebrate others for who

they are.

• Live the virtues and values that support purpose, hope, and

friendships.
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• Attend to and honor your feelings. Nurture positivity and

optimism. Honor the pain of failure. Then, hold on to

hope and rise.

• Celebrate and suffer together.

• Be calm.

• Be brave. Speak up to power so you can put purpose first

and follow your dreams.



• Fight oppression. Insist on justice. Foster humane and

enlivening working conditions. Protect yourself and others

from dysfunction and toxic cultures.

• Break the rules about overwork; just don’t do it anymore.

Simplify everything you do. Work smart. Renew yourself

through mindfulness practices, relationships, and joy.

• Be compassionate with yourself and others.

• Love yourself and find something to love and honor in

everyone.

• Have fun.
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