
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Shawn Achor 

 
 
 
 
 

www.thebusinesssource.com                                                                                            All Rights Reserved 

The Happiness Advantage 

The Seven Principles of Positive Psychology  

That Fuel Success and Performance at Work 

 



Sometimes it’s difficult to think of happiness in the 

context of work - in fact surveys suggest less than half 

of us feel happy about our jobs. Typically happiness 

at work is all about success. And if we’re not 

successful, we can’t be happy.  At least that’s the way 

most of us see it. 

But Shawn Achor sees it the other way around: If 

you’re not happy, you probably won’t be successful. 

Happiness, he tells us, is the precursor - not the 

consequence of success. It fuels performance and 

achievement, giving us the competitive edge he calls 

the Happiness Advantage. 

The Seven Principles 

Fundamental to Achor’s message is the idea that our 

mindset and attitudes influence our behavior and the 

brain is malleable so our thought processes can be 

reshaped.  



Given this, Achor sets out to help us learn how to be 

happy by showing us the benefits of adopting a 

positive mindset and offers techniques we can use to 

reshape our thought processes.  

Principle #1 - The Happiness Advantage 

What is “happiness?” There’s no single meaning, but 

for Achor it’s “the joy we feel striving after our 

potential.”  

Achor says, “happiness leads to success in nearly 

every domain of our lives, including marriage, health, 

friendship, community involvement, creativity and, in 

particular, our jobs, careers and businesses.” 

Happiness even affects our longevity. Consider a 

study of the longevity of Catholic nuns. Based on their 

diaries, researchers were able to identify their 

emotional state and demonstrated that, by age 85, 



some 90 percent of the happiest quartile were still 

alive, whereas only 34 percent of the least happy 

were. 

In a business environment, there’s firm evidence that 

unhappy employees take more sick days; while happy 

employees are shown to be more highly motivated, 

committed and creative.  

The Happiness Advantage, says Achor, is why cutting 

edge software companies have foosball tables in the 

employee lounge, and why students, told to think of 

the happiest day of their lives immediately before an 

exam, outperformed their peers. 

Make Yourself Happy 

The good news is that we can actually manipulate our 

happiness level, exploiting our brain’s malleability or 

neuroplasticity. Proven ways include: 



 Meditating on your breath for just five minutes a 

day 

 Anticipating a future enjoyable activity 

 Going out of your way to perform conscious acts 

of kindness 

 Surrounding yourself with things that make you 

feel positive - like family photos, music, art and 

even simple neatness on your desktop 

 Making time to go outside and avoiding the 

insidious effects of TV 

 Regular exercise, which has been shown to 

enhance long term brain function 

 Spending money - not on stuff but on experiences, 

especially with other people. 

We can also make ourselves feel good by exercising 

what Achor refers to as a signature strength, 



something you know you’re good at, whether that’s 

giving sage advice or cooking a fine meal.  

Make Others Happy 

In business, happiness is not just about our own state 

of mind. 

“The best leaders use the Happiness Advantage as a 

tool to motivate their teams and maximize employee 

potential,” Achor declares. This explains why 

companies like Google devote so much effort to 

providing a fun and enjoyable working environment 

and operate a liberal policy that, for example, allows 

employees to bring their pets to work. 

But you don’t even have to go that far. Simply 

providing frequent recognition and encouragement to 

employees can generate a Happiness Advantage. In 

fact, psychologist Marcia Losada has calculated the 



ratio of positive to negative interactions needed to 

make a corporate team successful. 

It’s called the Losada Line and its value is 2.9013. 

But don’t worry about the decimal points; 3-to-1 will 

do. 

Principle #2 - The Fulcrum and the Lever 

Achor uses the analogy of the Archimedean principle 

that shows how to lever heavy objects, by resting the 

lever on a fulcrum placed close to the object. 

He tells us: “Our power to maximize our potential is 

based on two important things: (1) the length of our 

lever - how much potential power and possibility we 

believe we have, and (2) the position of our fulcrum - 

the mindset with which we generate the power to 

change.” 



Expectancy Theory 

Changing the position of the fulcrum - in this case 

how we perceive what’s going on around us - can 

recondition our thinking and even our physical health. 

As proof, he cites the famous experiment in which a 

group of 75-year-olds was placed in an environment 

that recreated an era when they were young, the 50s. 

Within a week, their attitudes, their mobility and even 

their physical appearance had improved significantly. 

In another experiment, subjects, told their arm was 

being rubbed with poison ivy, broke out in a rash, 

even though the plant used was actually harmless. 

More importantly, when they were told that their other 

arm was rubbed with a harmless plant, which was in 

fact poison ivy, most of them did not develop a rash. 

Psychologists call this Expectancy Theory - what we 

expect to happen, for better or worse, usually does. 



So, for instance, if you expect a meeting to be 

tedious, it likely will be. 

But what if, instead, you saw it as an opportunity, if 

you went in there with a pre-set goal of learning three 

new facts, or improving your own skills by observing 

other participants’ behaviors? 

Or, facing a daunting task, what if you focused your 

mind on all the reasons why you could succeed rather 

than the reasons you can’t? 

Influencing Others 

Again, you can use the fulcrum and the lever on those 

around you through words of encouragement, rather 

than, as is more commonly the case, reminding them 

of their need to address weaknesses. 

Employees typically become the type of worker their 

manager expects them to be: “Rarely have I seen an 



optimistic and motivated worker under the supervision 

of a pessimistic, apathetic manager.” 

Accordingly, we’re encouraged to demonstrate more 

faith in the motivation and aspiration of our 

employees. Mostly, they want to succeed and be 

fulfilled. Showing confidence in their abilities and 

being upbeat about their performance potential, will 

elicit a positive response from them. 

Achor suggests you ask yourself three questions 

every day: Do I believe that the intelligence and skills 

of my employees can be improved with effort? Do I 

believe they want to make that effort? How am I 

conveying these beliefs in my daily words and 

actions? 



Principle #3 - The Tetris Effect 

 The Tetris Effect occurs when a person focuses so 

much time and attention in an activity that it starts to 

impact the way they think. 

The term was coined after it was observed that 

people who spent a lot of time playing Tetris found 

themselves constantly thinking about how shapes in 

their environment fit together.  For example, when 

they saw houses or buildings they would think, how 

can I combine these shapes? 

The idea is that whatever we continually focus on 

spreads into all areas of our life.  For example, an 

auditor is trained to look for mistakes which may 

make him look for mistakes in all areas of his life. 

Auditors at KPMG found that their work actually 

negatively affected their entire outlook on life. 



The Positive Side 

The good news is that we can exploit the Tetris Effect 

to our benefit, by priming our brains to identify and 

focus on positive aspects of our lives and our 

performance, to the point where it becomes ingrained. 

This results in happiness, gratitude and optimism. 

The best way to do this is to make a conscious effort 

to notice the good things that happen around you. For 

instance, you might make a list each day of three 

good things that happened.  

The aim isn’t to completely shut out the negative 

things but to encourage a reasonable, realistic sense 

of optimism. 

Principle #4 - Falling Up 

We can’t ignore the fact that sometimes things go 

wrong. Bad things happen. But we can change how 



we react to and deal with these things so that we 

develop a positive or upward momentum - a 

technique labeled “falling up.” 

The Third Path 

Achor asserts that, in addition to a downward spiral of 

despair after a setback, or, at best, retaining a status 

quo of “normalcy” - every crisis offers a third path, an 

opportunity to build a positive outcome from adversity. 

“The people who can most successfully get 

themselves up off the mat are those who define 

themselves not by what has happened to them,” he 

says, “but by what they can make out of what has 

happened.” 

When life delivers a setback, it’s easy to respond with 

resignation and hopelessness. This happened on a 

widespread scale after the 2008 economic meltdown 



which, he argues, instilled a form of powerlessness 

and learned helplessness in many businesspeople. 

Instead, we should seek the upward path and look for 

opportunities. 

Consider the well-known story of the two shoe 

salesmen sent to old Africa. One cables his boss with 

the message: “Bad news: they don’t wear shoes 

here.” The other sends an excited message: “Great 

news: they don’t have shoes yet - there’s a whole new 

market opportunity.” 

Look on the Bright Side 

The book offers a couple of strategies for finding the 

third path in a crisis. 

Try creating an alternative interpretation - a 

counterfact - of what has happened, something that 

makes you feel fortunate rather than helpless. It might 



start with the phrase, “Well, this means we can…” or 

“This has given us the opportunity to...” 

Looking on the bright side produces real results. This 

was proven by Insurance giant MetLife which 

discovered that salespeople with an optimistic outlook 

were never defeated or deflated by rejections. As a 

result, they outperformed their pessimistic 

counterparts by 88%. And as a result of that, the 

company began recruiting only optimists for its sales 

force, increasing its performance dramatically. 

Principle #5 - The Zorro Circle 

Being in business, even without a crisis, can be 

overwhelming at times. We can feel like we have no 

control. 

To overcome this, Achor draws on the story of the 

swashbuckling mythical hero Zorro who learned his 



skills by wielding his sword while standing inside a 

tightly drawn circle. As he became more skilled he 

expanded his circle. Translated into present-day 

parlance, the message is that limiting your focus to 

small, manageable goals can expand your sphere of 

power. It gives you a sense of control. 

“Feeling that we are in control, that we are masters of 

our own fate at work and at home, is one of the 

strongest drivers of both well-being and performance,” 

says Achor. Feeling in control over our jobs and lives 

reduces stress and even affects our physical health. 

Taking Control 

The most successful people have what psychologists 

call an internal locus of control, a belief that their 

actions have a direct effect on their outcomes. 

Conversely, people with an external locus of control 

see events dictated by forces beyond their control. 



Some of us naturally apply an external locus to events 

or easily fall into the trap when things start to go 

wrong. We get emotionally hijacked, applying knee-

jerk reactions when we should be thinking things 

through carefully and logically. 

The first step to regaining a sense of control is 

creating self-awareness. Research shows that people 

who take the time to identify and verbalize their 

feelings, to understand what’s going on in their minds, 

are the quickest to recover and take action. 

Taking control, in any situation, also means focusing 

on the things we can influence and letting go of those 

we can’t. It means setting goals that are moderately 

difficult but not so tough that we become discouraged 

and give up. And it means tackling big jobs - even the 

most mundane like an overflowing email inbox - 

incrementally. Small circles, tight control. 



Principle #6 - The 20-Second Rule 

For his sixth principle, Achor focuses on the power of 

turning positive behavior into deeply embedded 

habits, actions we perform unconsciously. Even 

though good habits may be good for us, they’re tough 

to acquire. Common sense, he says, does not equal 

common action. 

Willpower alone is rarely enough to enforce 

permanent change. Failed diets are proof of that. 

Ultimately we lose our resolve and follow the path of 

least resistance, which often means accepting things 

as they are and doing nothing to change them. 

Activation Energy 

We need a spark to catalyze us into action – we need 

“activation energy.” The author discovered this when 

he tried to rekindle his interest in playing guitar by 



deciding to practice every day. But he only managed 

three days before he started leaving his instrument in 

the closet where it was stored. It was just too much 

effort to get it out. 

He discovered though, that if he put the guitar within 

easy reach - on a stand in the middle of the floor - he 

could follow his practice regime. He had lowered the 

activation energy requirement because it took him 

less time and effort to get started. 

This led to his development of the concept of the 20-

second rule - really just a euphemism for making it 

easier to adopt positive behaviors and harder to adopt 

negative behaviors. 

So for instance, to make it easier to go for his morning 

jog he slept in his gym clothes and to make it harder 

to slump in front of the TV when he returned from 



work he started keeping the remote in a drawer in his 

bedroom.  

The key to success is to invent rules like these for 

anything we want to achieve, decreasing or 

increasing the required activation energy, and then 

repeating the corresponding behaviors that make 

actions become habitual. 

Thus, harking back to the notion of encouraging 

employees with positive comments, one of Achor’s 

clients devised a rule that every day, before he 

walked into a meeting, he had to think of one 

participant he had to thank for something. He used a 

second rule to ensure it was the first thing he said - 

before the proceedings could distract him. 



Principle # 7 - Social Investment 

When the going gets tough, the worst thing we can do 

is isolate ourselves because social support is our 

single greatest asset in developing a positive state of 

mind. 

A 70-year research study at Harvard demonstrated 

this. It showed that the only distinguishing 

characteristic between the happiest 10 per cent of 

students and the rest was the strength of their 

relationships. 

Other research suggests that social support has as 

much effect on life expectancy as smoking, high blood 

pressure, obesity and regular exercise. In the 

business world, studies show that each positive 

interaction employees experience helps reset their 

cardiovascular system, protecting them from the 

negative effects of job strain. 



“The most successful people I’ve worked with,” says 

Achor, “know that even in an extraordinarily 

competitive environment, we are more equipped to 

handle challenges and obstacles when we pool the 

resources of those around us and capitalize on even 

the smallest moments we spend interacting with 

others.” 

And in his book Good to Great, Jim Collins wrote: 

“The people we interviewed from good-to-great 

companies clearly loved what they did largely 

because they loved who they did it with.” 

Making connections 

Invigorating interactions and social intercourse don’t 

have to be complex or lengthy. An email exchange, a 

brief conversation or even enjoying lunch meet-ups, 

can have a beneficial effect. 



Techniques we can use to strengthen relationships 

include: 

 Greeting colleagues when you meet them and 

looking them in the eye. (This has a powerful 

bonding effect.) 

 Asking questions, scheduling face-to-face 

meetings and opening conversations with things 

that aren’t work-related. 

 Supporting and encouraging people during the 

good times as well as the bad times, with 

enthusiastic comments and follow-up questions. 

 Taking the time to introduce new hires to 

everyone, or even introducing two employees to 

each other. 

 Demonstrating active listening - by focusing on 

what your conversation partner is saying rather 

than what you want to say. 



 Making a conscious effort to increase your 

connections by getting out from behind your desk 

and meeting people. 

 Looking for opportunities to express gratitude. 

The Ripple Effect 

Making the sort of changes outlined in his 7 principles 

has a profound, long-term effect. They send ripples 

throughout an organization and change the way 

people act and interact. 

This is because of another key aspect of the way our 

brains operate. We mirror each other’s behavior. 

Smiling or yawning are obvious examples of this, but 

any kind of behavior is likely to be mimicked by those 

with whom we frequently interact. 

“Just one positive team member - one person using 

the Happiness Advantage - can affect both the 



individual attitudes and performance of those around 

him…” says Achor. 

“What this means is that leading by example is no 

longer an empty mantra. Practicing the seven 

principles in your own life can actually become your 

most effective leadership tool, without your ever 

knowing it.” 

Conclusion 

Happiness is not, first and foremost, the feeling we 

experience after achieving success. It is a 

precondition of success.  

Creating a state of mind that makes us feel good 

about ourselves, adopting a positive, optimistic 

perspective even in the face of adversity, and going 

out of our way to  encourage others and strengthen 



their self-esteem, is the winning route that successful 

managers and leaders follow. 


