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MANAGING

THE

PURSUIT
OF
HAPPINESS

How the young science of happiness
is helping entrepreneurs build thriving

companies—or at least feel like they are

.

BY JILLHAMBURG COPLAN
PHOTOGRAPHS BY DAVID YELLEN

TO UNDERSTAND how positive psychology—the so-called science of happi-
ness—is being used by entrepreneurs, it helps to look at a company under siege. After all,
it's one thing to talk about the connections between a positive mental state and a healthy
company when a business is running well, turning a profit, and grabbing new customers.
But tougher times really test entrepreneurs, separating those who hunker down and hope
the worst will pass from those who use their strengths to find opportunity amid rubble.

Robert Aliota is determined fo be, when
necessary, one of the latter. In 2004, Aliota,
the owner of Carolina Seal, an 11-employee
Charlotte (N.C.) company that makes cus-
tom-engineered parts for DuPont and John
Deere, among others, learned that a com-
petitor had pounced on one of his key seg-
ments. Worse, the rival had hooked Exxon-
Mobil, a customer that had eluded Aliota.

Rather than hole up in anger or fume,
Aliota followed a central tenet of positive
psychology: capitalize on your fundamental
character strengths, especially when things
get bleak. Aliota’s strengths include extro-
version, optimism, and generosity. He had

in the past referred business to the rival and
toured its plant. Now he concentrated on ce- '
menting the relationship. Not long after, he
got a call from his competitor: ExxonMobil
needed a special part. Could Aliota supply
it? Four years later, he and the onetime rival
“are as closely allied as you can get without
alegal alliance,” says Aliota.

Coaches specializing in positive psy-
chology are selling entrepreneurs a twofold
promise. One is that optimism and cheerful-
ness have a measurable effect on the bottom
line. The other is that happiness is a muscle
you can strengthen. Aliota is buying all of it.
“We're capable of thinking in a more posi-
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tive way, but you need help to learn how,”
he says. That Carolina Seal has posted
three years of double-digit growth, Aliota
says, “is a lot due to the awareness we've
gained.” He hires for strengths rather
than résumés, and when necessary, he re-
deploys staff to create a better fit. His em-
ployees get more extensive training, and
therefore, far more autonomy (Aliota took
his first-ever two-week vacation this sum-
mer). Aliota begins and ends meetings
with praise rather than criticism. And he
has changed how he frames his mission.
“We're a personal- and career-develop-
ment company,” he says. “It turns out the
by-product is engineered rubber, metal,
plastic, and foam.”

POSITIVE PAYOFF
These ideas will no doubt ring a bell with
anyone familiar with the work of human-
istic psychologist Abraham Maslow or
any of the truckloads of pseudo-scientif-
ic career-coaching books. What makes
positive psychology different, its pro-
ponents say, is a decade of clinical tri-
als, making sometimes-controversial use
of brain-scanning technology, that have
measured and refined what happiness
can do. They’ve looked at how much an
upbeat mood, for example, reduces the
time it takes a team of doctors to make a
tricky diagnosis. They've found that a so-
cial worker will make twice as many visits
to clients if he or she feels appreciated.
Positive psychology, in its current
form, was born at the University of Penn-
sylvania in 1998, when Martin E.P. Selig-
man, then a Penn professor and presi-
dent of the American Psychological Assn., made the study
of positive emotion the theme of his tenure and developed a
master’s program for its study. Positive psychology caught
fire, with Penn remaining the locus. In 2002, the University
of Michigan’s business school began offering PhDs in Positive
Organizational Scholarship. In 2004, Case Western Reserve
University began granting MBAs in Positive Organizational
Development. Since then, hundreds of happiness-and-busi-
ness researchers have taken on assignments at companies as

THE EVIDENCE ISN’T CONCLUSIVE,
BUT RESEARCH SUGGESTS HAPPINESS
AT WORK CAN IMPROVE REVENUE
PROFITS, CUSTOMER LOYALTY, STAFF
RETENTION, AND WORKPLACE SAFETY

Founder, The Momentum
Project, Ocean Ridge, Fla.

His seminar helped
CargoWise'stop L.S.
employees find
common purpose

“'W"‘*‘-‘V‘-\:\‘ix\u.\.umaﬂ"‘
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various as Toyota Motor, Ann Taylor Stores, BP’s Castrol Ma-
rine, and Standard Chartered Bank, as well as the Scottish
city of Glasgow and the U.S. Navy. Most graduates of Penn’s
master’s program have fanned out to academia or big corpo-
rations. But a few, mostly from business-owning families, are
taking the discipline to entrepreneurs.

Their argument is simple. A decade of research suggests
that happiness at work—defined as pleasure, engagement,
and a sense of meaning—can improve revenue, profitability,
staff retention, customer loyalty, and workplace safety. Many
of the studies are preliminary. They aren’t cross-cultural or
long-term. But they strongly suggest that postive emotion
increases creativity and problem-solving ability and aids in
fighting stress.

Cheery thoughts aren’t for everyone all the time. Plenty
of jobs require anxiety, pessimism, and even fear, research-
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A Positive Psychology
Handbook for
Entrepreneurs

Here's how consultants help business leaders apply
positive psychology in their companies,

1] MEETINGS 3 |HIRING

TACTIC Start meetings by sharing TACTIC Get the best fit by hiring for
positive client feedback, or have ey charactes rather than skills, Seeking
eryone share a recent success story oul applicants’ emotional strengths,
inaminute or less. Wrap up by asking suchas asense of purpose, optimism,

everyone bo acknowledge someone or

and emotional intelligence, will help

something that made them more effec- you find employees wha'll go beyond
tive that week, That will call attention thie call of duty,

toand foster teamwork. WHY TRY I1T? Studies show that when
WHY TRY ITT Research suggests strengths match tasks, workers are
gratitude, positive emotion, and en- more likely to achieve what one of posi-

pagement improve productivity, re-
duce turnover, and boost profits. Other

tive psychology's founders, Milaly
Csfkszentmihilyi, dubibed “low"~the

research shows measurable increases pleasant state of complete absorption
in happiness and bonding after people inatask. Those employess are also (by
share success stories, Gaih:p';masum]aa%mzigndu:-
tive and may make better ions.

2 PERFORMANCE

REVIEWS 4] AWORKSHOP
TACTIC Rather than emphasiz- TACTIC Aone-hour or half-day semi-
Ing problems, focus on the warker's nar may be able to inspire staffwitha
value, Ask theemployes totake a sense of purpose and meaning abaut
strengths assessment (suchas Gallup's  ©  their work and the company.
StrengthsFinder, or seeauthentichap-  ~ WHY TRY 177 David L. Cooperrider,

piness.com). Ifthe staffer's strengths
arenot in sync with his or her duties,
try to realign the worker's responsibili-

a professor of organizational behavior
at Case Western Reserve Uiniversity's
Weatherhead School of Management,

tiessothe personcandowhatheorshe  jovented amethod called apprecia-
does best each day, tive inguiry. He says that when group
WHY TRY ITT Workplace studies members discuss the organization's
show recognitionand appreciation larger purpose and their contributions,
boost performance betterthan criti- the morale {ift has measurable results.
cizm. One landmark study of Chinese Cooperrider says It led garage workers
students found that happier ones at Roadway Express to come upwith
solved complicated problems faster, $1 million incost savings. Research
Other theories say heppy comments with hospital j@nitors found that when
and encounters must outnumber nega- they identified a higher calling—"help-
tive pies 3101, since bad emotions are ing patients heal™—they put in more
sodurable and damaging. time and were more conscienthous.

Causality is also a problem: Does being coop-
erative, engaged, and generous make an egtre-
preneur happy, or are naturally happy peopleljust
more cooperative, engaged, and generous? An-
ather criticism, buttressed by studies of identical
twins, is that people's general baseline tempera-
ment, or set poind, is between 50% and 8o inher-
ited, making it very difficull (o change,

But this much seems certain: People can take
control of certain actions that will make them hap-
pler for a time, such as setting appropriate goals,
They can add gratitude, hope, and a dose of self-
control to each working day. And it's elear that
happy bosses perform measurably better, build-
ing productive teams and inspiring loyalty.

WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?

Positive psychologists start hy asking their clients
totake a test that evaluates a person’s strengths, on
the premise that doing what we're best at natural-
Iy brings jov. Thirty yvears of Gallup surveys have
found that the most successful companies are ones
whose employees believe they get to do what they
do best every day. (Only one-third ofworking peo-
pledo.) Penn’s test, which measures 24 attributes,
is free anline at viastrengths,org, Such an analysis
can help entrepreneurs figure out the most produce-
tive uses of their time, but it can alzo be useful in
hiring. Having a spectrum of strengths on staffis
crucial for small and startup businesses, says Tom
Rath, the head of Gallup’s workplace research and
consilting arm.

Once an entrepreneur knows his or her
strengths, it's time to put them to use, That's what
Melanie Morlan, owner of FirstBreathe.com, a well-
ness and athletic training company in Spokane,
Wash., needed to do. She spent a decade working
with the 1.8, Olympic Committee and profession-
al eveligts, including Lance Armstrong, before tak-

ers say. Airline pilols facing iee shouldn't be oplimistic. Nor
should accountants spotting fishy numbers, or vegulators
probing corruption. No research, however, suggests that a
dour outlook helps entrepreneurs succeed, Allata's coach,
David ]. Pollay, grew up working in his family’s business
and now heads The Momentum Project, a consulting firmin
Creean Ridge, Fla. For most entrepreneurs, Pollay says, “nega-
Livity is just nol necessary.”

True enough, some say, bult that doesn't necessarily mearn a
focus on happiness is the answer, either, Such noted psycholo-
gists as Harvard University's Jerome Kagan, who has studied
temperament for 50 years, caution that the psychology and bi-
ology of happiness are little understood and vary dramatical:
ly across time, cultures, and ndividuals (page 48). “A suicide
bomber who's really committed to the cause feels very happy
the moment before he blows himself up,” Kagan says.

ing tme oul to raise her son. She wanted Lo reenter the work-
foree by building a larger consulting practice than she'd once
had, offering nutrition counseling, coaching in weight loss and
stress reduction, and building a Weh site and blog. But she
eouldn't get started, “1'd get scared and set up roadblocks,” she

i sha'l £ nd ienorine her to-
do list. She eventually called on Senia Maymin, a coach and,
like Pollay, a graduate of Seligman's program. Maymin also
holds an mea from Stanford University, and she knows fam-
ily business and entrepreneurship firsthand, having worked
alongside her father and brother at their hedge fund and co-
founding three tech startups. Maymin helped Morlan exploit
her strengths, of which ereativity is first, So if Morlan losta
valuable elient or made a bad decision, instead of spending the
alternoon moping, she would turn (o designing and building
her Web site, “Creativity stimuilates me," she says.
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OFFER PRAISE
Even if emotional qualities do not show
| upamong your top strengths, positive
psychology coaches recommend try-
ing to build stronger bonds with and
among vour staff. Barbara L. Fredrick-
son, a paychology professor at Univer-
| sity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, is
studying the flip side of the adrenaline-
Fueled fight-or-flight response. She says
an equal and opposite phenomenon oc-
curred when our ancestors were con-
tent: Their brains flooded with witha
stay-and-create chemical, possibly do-

paming. Her theory is that while the i

anger-and-fear response kept us from being eaten alive, civi- |
lization's creations came about thanks to *happy” chemicals
and what she calls the “broaden-and-build” state of mind they
trigger. At work, that same reaction should make staffers more
rezilient in crises and more likely to be receplive to new ideas,
while deepening collegial relationships and mutual respect.
Despite the heavy theory involved, building stronger ties with
those vou wark with ean be as simple as offering abundant
praise and recognition when appropriate; giving stafl tailor-
made rewards for performance; and letting them be them-
selyes—mavhe in the way they mark special occassions, may-
be in the way they decorate their workspace.

MNext in the consultants’ toolkit is fostering appreciation.
Studies suggest businesses succeed when their cultures are
| imbued with a sense of purpose—for owner and staff. Much

work in that area has come from David L. Cooperrider, who

heads the Center for Business ag an Agent of World Benefit al

Jerome Kagan on positive

Caze Western Rezerve University's
Weatherhead School of Management.
His workshop method, called Appre-
ciative Inquiry, asks participants to re-
flect on, write about, and share aloud
why their job and company matter.
“There's a huge fusion of strengths,
and every voice hecomes part of de-
signing the future of the company’s
husiness,"” savs Cooperrider.

TRACKING RESULTS

If all this sounds too fuzzy for you,
well, just speak with Juan Humber-
to Young, the founder of seven-per-
son consulting firm Positive Decision Analysis, in Zilrich. A
positive psychology consultant and another Penn graduate,
Young hears one eriticism most: Positive psychology is too
soft for numbers-obsessed husiness owners,

With a background running an asset restructuring unit at
ues. Young recognizes the importance of statistics. So every
one of his clients measures his or her progress against cus-
tomized metrics, An eight-store retail chain tracked its reve-
nues—up 10% after three months. A bank watched its depos-
its rise 20%. And a hospital, long plagued by interpersonal
conflicts, slow response times, and a backlog in the emergen-
ey room, saw the number of operations completed rise G%.
Young ties some of his firm's compensation to these resulis.

Even so, says Young, who teaches at Switzerland's pres-
tigious University of 5t. Gallen, many still balk. When he
worked at UBs, he recalls, even the craziest trading idea would
get a serious hearing. But the idea that “to create appreciation

As Betwean ane-quartaes and cnie- adeepspiritual commitment |ive

| Q&A] psychology’s negatives
Jerome Kagan, 2 developmental psychologlst and emeritus professor

of peychology ot Harvard University, haswritten or edited 24 books
onemotions and temperament, In acanversation with correspondent

el e o rmiens et a chiemistry
that makds it easy for them o fesd

- relaxad and exubsrant, Foc snother
| 10% ta 15% of people. 117 just much

I,,;angu_'-: aind complakn bess. Spirktiial-
Ity mutes uncartainty and t2nsion,
Positive psychology is based un the
fact—which many people have -

i fitll Hamburg Coplan, he casts doubtan positive psychology, the so-

called science of happiness.

| @ You've said one prablam with

! positive psychology is simply

. defining happiness.

¢ ReThe term s completely ambegu-

£ ous Some people use it when thelr
internal "fealing tone™ is serane
and retaxed, Others will say they're
happy becauze they had a miser-

¢ mbiechildhood @nd theircurment life
1 better, even though thelrfeeling
tonelsn't very good,

. Oz Isthere anything wrong with

- warkplace exarclees toincrease
gratitude, appreciation, ora
sense of common purpose?
A Theseexercises areexcellent, and

thiey do make people happy—tempo-
rarily. Betrg kind toyour colleague
willl hedpaveryhody fesl they ravie
tuous and automatically give thiem
abriefbout ol appiness. But itsof
fectivenass i limited. These are all
temporary paliiatives. Humansarg
wery vulierabde to befieving inany
chrnge—forabrigf moment they feel
e fil ard happy, and then i van-
ishes. IF yol paint tha wallsa new

i color. productivity will goup. bul in

simmonths, it retums towhat hwas,
0: What does your research
ontemperament say ahout

¢ happiness?

monediffaculiiofeel ticed—thata brief pe-
chranically happy, riod ol happinets often
L Rememiber e Jdd Feillovws a kind act, ax-
| Coipe? Dscarhagatem- ercrse; goimgto church,
i perammsent tobe heppy, - 0 marly other experi-

and Folbicould ieverbe.
happy. Oscar pave Feliy
goodadvice, which Fetix

ences. Rilualsiam-
porarily make pegple
feal hafter Yougntoa

¢ coukd not follow healerorthe psycho-
i analybiccouch, orgive
ﬂ:l‘.lulrnuagtﬁemlh mianey i charity, and
i alogy’s then feel better. That i=

i ?mmzlﬂ&:ha”ﬁ! afeattrent being hu-
BOFORSTY : mian, The problem with

A: There isscienceto positive peychealopy i

that all humans da nat
hd hapeptesess i the sanse ways,
Some people feel happy when they
decalve anather ortake revengeon
SOamEGe.

show people can feel
temporarily hetter, Thera’s

researchon spirituality, forexam
ples I yon compane people ghian
& dagnosis of cancer, thase with
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will make you more efficient and profitable—that's
very difficult for [clients] to hear.”

INTOTHEZONE
The last picce of the puzzle relates o exercising
power over the selll. The father of this leld, called
“self-regulation,” is Stanford’s Albert Bandura,
a pioneer on overcoming phobias and in design-
ing disease prevention campaigns. Few would ar-
gue with the notion that change is difficalt, but
reseqarch suggests that if you can master self-disci-
pline in something as seemingly inconsequential
as vour posture, it will seep into vour work life.
Coach Maymin delves into this with her eli-
ents, many of whom seek her out when they are
between ventures. She says that to be able to get
routinely into the mental state that Mihdly Csik-
szentmihdlyi (pronounced “cheeks sent me high"),
another founder of positive psychology, calls
“flow™—complete absorption ina task—entrepre-
newrs must eraft a workload that's challenging
but not too tough. Its demands should fully use
an entrepreneur's abilities, the same way endur
ance athletes train just at their physical limit, "In
the athletic domain, everyone can seeit,” she says.
Psychologically, too, “sellf-regulation 1s amuscle
you can Lrain over time.” She assigns her clients
asmall, daily exercise challenge cach week, based
onresearch thatl says if vou accustom your body
to pushing just past its comfort zone towiard ever-
retreating goals, “you cando the exact same thing
inyour company*—push past your comfort zone
and achieve goals once thought to be out of reach.

Including, perhaps, smoothing oul a messy
merger. CargoWise EDD was, until 2006, a 50-per-
son software company in Mount Prospect, 111,
serving the freght-forwarding industry. Found-
er and then-President Cris Arens called fora pay-
chology coach after a combination with an Australian coun-
terpart quadrupled 1ts size, bruized egos, turned longtime
policies and procedures upside down, and dashed morale.
During Christmas 2006, Pollay ran a daylong semimar to get
CargoWise's top LS. emplovees to appreciate their imdividual
strengths and find common purpose. They recalled when they
were al their best. They thought about the company's wader
purpose: creating jobs that support hundreds of familics; co
operating while doing something they enjoy; producing use-
ful products that facilitate commeree. None of it was ground-
breaking, but conployees didn't usually articulate these things.
They talked about negative forces that were beyond their con-
trol and vowed not to be derailed by them.

“We're rom the freyght industry, so there was a lot of cvm-
cism,” savs Arens, who calls himzelf *a blue-collar, down-to-
earth person.” Bul he also says the boost to morale was palpa-
ble. He brought Pollay back the next vear to train the rest of the

“_I_I“I’ijrl L0
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the exact same thing in
yourcompany™”

North American team. Now he's using the same technigues at
HarneTech, hisnew green-building certification company.

Aliota at Carolina Seal says happiness science has led him
to make lasting changes. For one, he regularly recalls and dis-
sects his moments of entreprenearial trivmph, *tmes when |
was lruly in the zone, utilizing my natural strengths and hay-
ing fun” as a sort of happiness fuel. One such moment came
during a visil by respresentatives of a maker of giant water
purification systems. Escorting Lhe visitors on a tour of his
newly renovated industrial facility, he introduced the whole
stall by name. He shared the story of building the business up
from two plastic shelves in his garage. He gueried lis pros-
pects aboul therr needs. During lunch, they connected over
family and community matters. When Aliota and his pros-
pects shook hands in the parking lot, the guests zaid they
were ready to sign a deal—during a break, they'd canceled
vigits to two of Aliota’s competitors. B0
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