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HAPPY 
TO BE 
HERE 
There's good money in happiness. 
At a time when most workplaces 
would benefit from an antidote 
to the gloom, a growing body of 
supporters attest to its efficacy. 
Report: Kath Walters 

Laughter class: Camp 

Qua lity ch ief executive 

Simon Rountree and 

playmates at work 

• The daily news is crushingly bad. Newspapers 
read like obituary pages. The official surveys tell 
us what we already know - we are anxious as 
hell about our jobs, our mortgages, our futures. 
The trillions of government dollars thrown at 
the financial crisis do not soothe us. And there is 
nothing we can do about it, right? 

Well, maybe. 
Some leading companies are taking a new 

tack on managing the excruciating economic 
times: they are calling in the happiness experts. 

These proponents of positive psychology, a 
movement fathered by United States researcher 
Martin Seligman in the early 1990s, claim two 
decades of research show that the mysterious 
state of happiness can be cultivated. 

They say a range of practices - such as 
fostering a culture of appreciation, taking a 
positive approach to problem solving, making 
daily lists of successes, having fun activities 
such as laughter classes, and creating brighter 
offices (among others) - help build morale, 
make staff resilient, create profits and foster 
the faster, more creative thinking needed to 
deal with the hard stuff - retrenchments, salary 
and staff freezes, and faltering sales. 

A parmer at law firm Freehills, Rebecca 
Maslen*Stannage, believes companies that 
promote optimism and happiness will have an 
edge in the downturn. "In this environment, 
if leaders are negative they foster fear and 
negativity," she says. "If you are positive, in a 
measured way, it helps people cope better." 

Maslen*Stannage is not alone. In May 
this year, two*thirds of the anticipated 2000 

participants at an annual conference, Happiness 
and its Causes, will be from business or 
government. Last year's attendants included 
companies such as ANZ Banking Group, IBM 
Australia, law firm Freehills and accounting 
firm Ernst & Young. 

It is a substantial investment - tickets range 
from $695 to $1725 (including workshops 
before and after the conference). Scores of 
scientists, authors and consultants, from 
Australia and beyond, will present the latest 
findings on how to promote happiness in 
ourselves, our children, staff and co-workers, 
and examine its relationship with creativity, 
work, leadership, age, intelligence, money and 
the environment. 

The conference is in its fourth year and 
attendances have grown from 600 in 2005 to 
2200 in 2008. Tony Steel is a director of an 
international Buddhist organisation, Vajrayana 
Institute, which conceived the conference 
idea and owns its logo, and chairman of 
consulting firm Terrapin that runs it on 
behalf of the institute. "Initially, it was health­
care people who came, but increasingly it 
is corporates," Steel says. 

Belinda Winter is convinced company leaders 
can learn techniques to create a greater sense of 
happiness in their workplaces, and apply them 
to get a competitive edge. Winter is director of 
people and corporate relations at Novo Nordisk 
Pharmaceuticals. She says her company's self* 
image took a dive in February 2007 when it was 
forced to retrench five staff. 

"It is a Danish company that is very socially 
orientated and decent," Winter says. "We had 
never had to [retrench staff] before. We had 
lost our halo. We needed to get people to say, 
'how can we see good in that?'" 

She engaged Professor Tim Sharp, chief 
executive of the Happiness Institute and author 
of 100 ways to Happiness: A Guide for Busy 
People (penguin, 2008, $22.95), to speak at the 
annual sales conference in March last year. He 
spoke about the CHOOSE model of happiness, 
the acronym for his approach (see 'The how of 
happiness', page 37). 

Every staff member was given a copy of an 
earlier iteration of Sharp's book. They then 
worked through exercises from it in teams or 
completed them at home. 

Winter introduced changes to her weekly 
team meetings. "We began to look at the quick 
wins, and ask each other, 'What you did today 
that was good?'." 

Sharp carne back and ran a further two*hour 
workshop for 30 or so Novo managers and 
directors, asking them to apply some of the 
CHOOSE techniques to their teams. 

Critics say that such techniques are stilted and 
superficial. Winter disagrees. She attributes a 
pick-up in sales in 2008 to the fact that 80 per 
cent of staff say they are using the techniques 
Sharp describes in his books. 
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