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Happiness is that all elusive, poorly understood and difficult to describe goal that we’re all 

searching for. The pursuit of happiness is a consistent driver of innovation and technology. 

Consumers purchase products that they believe will make them happier. Employees try to find deep 

meaning and happiness in their daily work. In fact, many consider happiness and job satisfaction to 

outweigh any other variable, including compensation, when making career decisions. Companies 

that can consistently produce happy customers and employees yield dramatic results.  

A Culture of Happiness 

 Company culture is incredibly important for the welfare of a company. Culture is an 

important way to distinguish oneself from a competitor, attract talented people, and spread ones 

message to the world. The culture of a company stems from its value system and guides decision 

making processes. Two companies that are highly regarded and well-known for their strong cultures 

are Google and Zappos. These two companies do unheard-of things in an effort to make their 

employees happy, and it works. Employees of Google and employees of Zappos are fiercely loyal 

and passionate. They love their jobs and find great meaning and happiness in their work.  

 Google is widely known as an internet and technology powerhouse. It is less than 15 years 

old and, according to its 2011 Q4 financial reports, it already has over 30,000 employees (Google 

Investor Relations, 2012). How did Google accomplish so much in such a short period of time? The 

answer is – in part at least – by making its employees happy. Google has a very unique culture and 

treats its employees very well. They are extremely well compensated, but Google’s culture and the 



happiness of its employees is much deeper than that. Some of the perks that upper management 

and executives provide for employees are astounding. Consider the following perks of working at 

Google: Multiple free (quality) dining opportunities available so that all employees always find 

themselves within 150 feet of a food source; provides free laundry and dry-cleaning services on site; 

oil changing and car washing services; free gym membership; language study courses; personal 

concierge for dinner appointments; hair cutting services; free on-site doctor visits; $5,000 toward 

purchasing an environmental friendly car; $2,000 for referring a friend to work for Google; $500 in 

restaurant take-out when employees are on maternity leave; allowing up to 20% of employees’ 

time to be spent on personal or “pet” projects and many more.  All of these perks are provided for 

Google employees on-site and free of charge. 

 Zappos is similar, if not more dramatic, in their efforts to strengthen company culture and 

provide employees with happiness. Zappos is the largest online shoe store in the world and is also 

less than 15 years old. It has a fanatic culture and dedicated customers across the world. CEO Tony 

Hsieh even wrote a book in 2010 called Delivering Happiness where he outlines that the first of four 

key lessons is to live life with a higher purpose so that you can be happy. New employees are hired 

based on their “weirdness” and offered $2,000 to quit. This is done in order to “weed out” those 

who don’t fit into Zappos culture. Once hired, employees enjoy free lunches, free vending 

machines, free health care, a company library and a nap room. They are encouraged to decorate 

their work areas with whatever makes them happy, participate in spontaneous office parades with 

costumes, cowbells and more, and managers are required to spend up to 20% of their time “goofing 

off” with employees.  



 Much of this (if not all of it) goes against the conventional wisdom of the need to separate 

work and play. Most companies expect their employees to remain focused and vigilant while at 

work. Very little effort is put forward to provide fun and happiness for employees while they are at 

work. However, companies like Google and Zappos that are clearly going against such conventional 

wisdom seem to have some sort of competitive advantage. 

The Neuroscience of Happiness 

 Neuroscientist David rock in his book Your Brain at Work explains that the brain has two 

basic responses to stimuli, an approach response and an avoid response. The avoid response is 

experienced when the brain feels threatened or uncomfortable for any reason. This response is 

associated with negative emotions and when in this state the brain sees almost everything as a 

threat. In this threatened state many important cognitive functions are suppressed so that the brain 

can focus on survival. The approach response is the exact opposite of the avoid response and is 

experienced when the brain feels comfortable, welcome and unthreatened. It is associated with 

positive emotions such as happiness. In this state the brain doesn’t perceive a threat for survival so 

it’s free to distribute energy to various cognitive processes. 

 Psychologist Shawn Achor has studied this positive approach response extensively and has 

found some astonishing results with regards to businesses and employees. He found that most 

people see the world through the lens of negativity, that is, they focus on the negative aspects of a 

situation rather than the positive. Even the brightest students at Harvard were found to 

preferentially display this negative response. He then found that those who focused on the positive 

aspects of a situation tended to be happier in all aspects of their lives, including work. These 

positive and happy employees were found to be more intelligent, more creative, more productive, 



have more energy, experience less burnout, have better job satisfaction and job security, and work 

faster and more accurately - all by virtue of being happier. He also found that companies with 

happy employees experienced higher productivity, greater sales and less turnover. These are 

obviously very important traits for companies to look for, and they help to explain the Google and 

Zappos competitive advantage.  

 If happy people perform better at work, then why aren’t more companies hiring people 

based on a “happiness scale?” Or better yet, how does a company help its employees to be more 

positive and happy without having to replace its entire workforce? Achor has also studied this 

question and has found some small and simple ways for people to improve their positive outlook 

and daily happiness. He advocates that individuals perform five simple tasks for 21 days in order to 

switch from a naturally negative way of thinking to a naturally positive way of thinking. 

From Negative to Positive: How to change your way of thinking 

1. Write three new things you’re grateful for everyday. This helps you to notice the positive 

things around you instead of always focusing on the negative ones. 

2. Keep a journal and record positive events. This also helps to focus on positive events and it 

can be helpful to review these entries when feeling negative or discouraged. 

3. Exercise. This has been shown to improve health and happiness in all ages from children to 

the elderly. Important neurochemicals are involved in aerobic exercise that cultivates the 

approach response. 

4. Meditation. This helps by slowing down the fast pace and re-evaluating situations. Often, 

the avoid response can be reversed and replaced by an approach response through a simple 

reappraisal of the situation. 



5. Random acts of kindness. This is a very strong way to generate an approach response along 

with strong positive emotions. 

Another powerful way to increase one’s happiness was discovered by economist Arthur C. Brooks. 

He discovered that individuals who donate to charities of their own volition are much more likely to 

make more money the following year. His theory for this phenomenon is that through these acts of 

charitable giving these donators become happier, which leads to an improved performance at work, 

which leads to better financial compensation. 

Conclusion 

 Happy companies and individuals have a very real competitive advantage in the 

marketplace. This advantage helps explain the incredible rise and successes of Google and Zappos in 

such a short period of time. It is important for companies and employees who want to improve 

their performance to take the necessary steps to make themselves happier and more positive. 

These traits have always been seen as part of a nice personality, but unnecessary for good work 

performance. However, science has shown that this is not the case. These traits are vital for success 

and necessary for a strong company culture. Happy employees create better companies and 

happier customers, and happy customers are essential for a company that wants to change the 

world and improve the bottom line. 

 

 

 

 


