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Abstract
Cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimental research demonstrates that subjec-
tive well-being (e.g., positive emotions, life satisfaction) relates to, precedes, and 
leads to employee success on numerous work-related outcomes. We extend these 
findings by considering how organizations might improve worker well-being. Ac-
cordingly, we propose the Worker Well-Being Continuous Improvement Framework 
with three phases: (1) an initial phase with a pretest assessment of worker well-be-
ing; (2) a test phase, where a specific positive change to improve worker well-being 
is implemented; and (3) a concluding phase that administers a posttest assessment 
to examine the effectiveness of the change. We also discuss three important con-
siderations to address when implementing the framework: (1) measuring employee 
well-being, (2) building thriving work cultures, and (3) deploying positive activity 
interventions. Consequently, organizations can rapidly test evidence-based practices 
to select the most relevant and effective positive changes for their employees.

Keywords  Well-being · Positive emotions · Life satisfaction · Work · Career · 
Success

“Money is not the only thing that motivates employees. It’s about making them 
happy.” – Barbara Corcoran.

Historically, the “American dream”—for both immigrants and native-born—has 
been entwined with yearnings for financial success. After all, it is difficult to acquire 
a beautiful home, two kids, a nice car, and the proverbial white picket fence without 
a stable career and ample income. Although attaining the American dream has gotten 
harder in recent decades, many still pursue it with the aim of achieving greater happi-

Received: 4 December 2022 / Accepted: 16 August 2023
© The International Society for Quality-of-Life Studies (ISQOLS) and Springer Nature B.V. 2023

Worker Well-Being: A Continuous Improvement Framework

Lisa C. Walsh1  · Madison Montemayor-Dominguez1  · Calen Horton1  ·  
S. Gokce Boz1  · Sonja Lyubomirsky1

	
 Lisa C. Walsh
lisawalsh08@gmail.com

1	 Department of Psychology, University of California, Riverside, 900 University Ave, 
Riverside, CA 92521, USA

1 3

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9689-4824
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6589-6202
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5944-1474
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3006-9386
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0727-5595
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11482-023-10217-5&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-8-22


L. C. Walsh et al.

ness (Chetty et al., 2017; Lyubomirsky, 2013). However, empirical research suggests 
it may be wiser to pursue happiness (instead of success) first.

Several previous empirical reviews (Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008; Walsh et al., 
2018; Walsh et al., 2023) sampling hundreds of cross-sectional, longitudinal, and 
experimental studies have found that subjective well-being measures (e.g., positive 
emotions, life satisfaction) relate to, precede, and lead to greater career success on 
numerous outcomes. Single time point cross-sectional studies suggest that happy 
people tend to enjoy greater job satisfaction, superior task performance, and higher 
income than their less happy peers. Longitudinal work shows that people who are 
happy at earlier time points are more likely to be successful at later time points, 
including finding and keeping a job, as well as providing and receiving social sup-
port. Finally, experimental studies that randomly assign participants to condition 
demonstrate that inducing happiness promotes various cognitions and behaviors 
related to success. For example, relative to those assigned to neutral and/or negative 
emotion manipulations (e.g., evaluating neutral photos, recalling sad events), partici-
pants assigned to positive emotion manipulations (e.g., reading humorous comics, 
receiving gifts of candy) become more confident in their ability to succeed, negotiate 
more effectively, and produce more creative ideas. In sum, numerous studies demon-
strate that well-being positively impacts workplace success.

Based on the investments companies put towards employee satisfaction, one 
may argue that these findings are intuitive to organizational leaders. Companies fre-
quently offer lavish incentives (or “perks”) to attract top talent and keep employees 
happy (Nguyen, 2015). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, companies like Apple, 
Facebook, Amazon, and Netflix provided unlimited free meals at on-campus cafes, 
elaborate gardens, company-sponsored concerts, doctors on-call, and bring-your-pet-
to-work policies. However, the increasingly extravagant costs of these incentives 
have prompted questions about whether such programs are effective, or merely waste 
corporate resources (Jones et al., 2019; Nguyen, 2015). Additionally, some incentives 
have negative connotations. One report suggested that if a company is offering free 
dinners, transportation home, and nap rooms, it may be a red flag that employees 
work unusually long hours (Wrike, 2019). The same report identified other key fac-
tors, such as meaningful work, flexible hours, and company culture, that workers 
value more highly than incentives. It is also important to consider what happens dur-
ing economic downturns, when incentives are either taken away or overshadowed by 
layoffs, such as the recent rounds that have hit Silicon Valley (Stringer, 2023). Free 
meals and nap rooms mean little in the absence of job security.

Given these complexities, how can employers best promote their employees’ 
happiness? Although organizations seem to recognize the necessity of supporting 
employee well-being, the strategies used are often haphazard and idiosyncratic. Nota-
bly, there may be a misalignment between the problem of improving well-being—
which is a temporal process best monitored over time—and the predominantly single 
time-point, cross-sectional methods that organizational researchers use frequently 
(Roe, 2014).

To help mitigate this discrepancy, as well as allow companies to better assess, test, 
and improve workplace well-being initiatives, we argue that organizations could (and 
should) focus on supporting employee’s authentic happiness by implementing a con-
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tinuous improvement framework, or a “test and learn” approach (Davenport, 2009; 
Temponi, 2005). Accordingly, in the present article we combine existing knowledge 
on well-being assessment, positive activities (e.g., acts of kindness, gratitude let-
ters), and research methodology to propose a novel Worker Well-Being Continuous 
Improvement Framework. To our knowledge, we are the first to propose such a frame-
work specifically aimed at promoting worker happiness. Our framework involves 
three key phases (an initial phase, a test phase, and a concluding phase), which can 
be modified and expanded according to organizational need. In addition, we discuss 
three important considerations to address when implementing the framework (how 
to measure employee well-being, build thriving work cultures, and deploy positive 
activity interventions). When properly implemented, such a framework may better 
facilitate the type of longitudinal assessment and continuous adaptation needed to 
promote long-term worker well-being.

Continuous Improvement Framework

The essence of continuous improvement is best represented by the Japanese word 
kaizen, which refers to incremental improvements in ongoing processes over time 
(Temponi, 2005). The philosophy of continuous improvement has been described as 
“a company-wide process of focused and continuous incremental innovation” and 
“improvement initiatives that increase successes and reduce failures” (Bhuiyan & 
Baghel, 2005, p. 761). We argue that there are three problems common to organiza-
tional well-being interventions that continuous improvement frameworks are well-
suited to address: temporality, discrimination, and adaptability. We briefly discuss 
each of these issues below.

Temporality

First, continuous improvement frameworks account for problems with temporality 
of measurement identified by Roe (2014). This is particularly important because 
research shows that there are many aspects of well-being which vary dynamically 
over time. Well-being is subject to hedonic adaptation, meaning that the effects of 
targeted interventions (i.e., initiatives, changes) implemented in an organization may 
decrease over time (Fritz et al., 2017). Additionally, external organizational events 
can influence employee well-being, and those events themselves have varied tem-
poral durations. A useful framework for promoting well-being should address this 
temporality to make sure that organizational well-being is sustained over time.

Discrimination

Continuous improvement frameworks may also help control for confounding vari-
ables — allowing organizations to discriminate the effects of each change. These 
problems have been discussed at length by Hauser et al. (2018). One limitation of 
many previous workplace wellness programs has been their deployment of multiple 
strategies simultaneously without gauging effects for each strategy separately. This 
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is often informally referred to as the “kitchen sink” approach because such wellness 
programs tend to throw “everything but the kitchen sink” at the problem. Unfortu-
nately, such programs do not always improve intended outcomes (e.g., Jones et al., 
2019). Further, implementing several positive changes at once makes it difficult (if 
not impossible) to determine what changes are “working” and may thus waste time, 
energy, and resources. Continuous improvement frameworks allow for the incremen-
tal introduction of interventions, with periods in between to assess outcomes.

Adaptability

By routinizing measurement and situating it in a cyclical, longitudinal process, con-
tinuous improvement frameworks also provide swift feedback that allows organiza-
tions to adaptatively “tinker” with interventions (Sanchez & Blanco, 2014; Temponi, 
2005). Consequently, unsuccessful well-being interventions can be discarded, while 
successful interventions are phased in and out to determine when and for whom they 
are most effective. Additionally, successful initiatives may be slowly combined with 
others over time for maximal efficacy.

This adaptability makes continuous improvement frameworks especially valu-
able because they provide a method that allows companies to systematically winnow 
down the many options available to them. It also allows them to determine which 
options are most effective in relation to their workplace goals, employee preferences, 
and office culture, among other factors. Some interventions may be more (or less) 
effective for bigger vs. smaller companies who have older vs. younger employees, 
and so on. Context is critical and often produces surprises. For example, gratitude 
interventions improve well-being in Western, individualist cultures (e.g., U.S., U.K.), 
but may be ineffective or even backfire in Eastern, collectivist cultures (Shin et al., 
2020). Hence, an organization based in Tokyo or Hong Kong may need a fundamen-
tally different approach than one based in Seattle or London.

It is unlikely that a single framework can encompass all the unique factors an orga-
nization must consider when creating a well-being intervention for its employees. Is 
the organization a small company or a large one? Is it based in Paris or Singapore? Are 
the employees starting at a baseline of low, moderate, or high well-being? These are 
just a few of the questions that organizations may need to contemplate. Although we 
provide several practical resources (e.g., previously validated well-being measures, 
commonly administered positive activity interventions) for organizations below, out-
lining how and when to use each resource given each unique circumstance is beyond 
the scope of the present work. Regardless, our review yields numerous applied impli-
cations and provides concrete recommendations for organizations aiming to enhance 
worker quality of life. Continuous improvement frameworks are beneficial because 
they empower organizations to take an iterative, “test and learn” approach to deter-
mine quickly and systematically what works best for them.

The Worker Well-Being Continuous Improvement Framework

Continuous improvement frameworks are well-known and often used in the psycho-
logical literature (Sanchez & Blanco, 2014). Despite this, however, they are rarely 
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used when attempting to study or promote employee well-being. In our review of the 
literature, we found that continuous improvement frameworks are typically applied 
at a whole-organization level to improve outcomes like productivity and workflow 
(Carpinetti et al., 2000; Reid, 2005; Stimec & Grima, 2019). When well-being related 
outcomes (e.g., stress) are studied, they are often tested as secondary outcomes of 
interest in reaction to the program being implemented — that is, how do workers feel 
as a result of the organization’s attempt to continuously improve other things?

Accordingly, we propose the Worker Well-Being Continuous Improvement Frame-
work, which aggregates existing knowledge on well-being assessment, positive activ-
ity interventions, and research methodology to directly promote employee happiness. 
Figure 1 introduces the basic framework patterned on existing continuous improve-
ment frameworks. Per the model, researchers should design studies to measure and 
improve employee well-being that consist of a minimum of three phases: (1) the ini-
tial phase, which involves a pretest (or baseline) assessment of workers’ well-being 
(e.g., positive affect, life satisfaction), other relevant outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction, 
perceived stress), and covariates (e.g., baseline well-being, socioeconomic status); 
(2) the test phase, where a specific positive change (e.g., work culture initiative, posi-
tive activity intervention) to improve worker well-being is implemented and tested; 
and (3) the concluding phase that administers a posttest assessment of all variables 
assessed in the initial phase to examine the effects of the positive change, while con-
trolling for covariates. Multiple changes can be tested, or a single change can be 
tested and iteratively improved, by repeating the cycle, with the end-phase of one 
cycle becoming the beginning of the next.

When implementing the framework, there are three considerations of special note: 
(1) how to best measure employee well-being according to organizational needs and 
constraints, (2) how to use the framework to build thriving work cultures, and (3) 

Fig. 1  Worker Well-Being Continuous Improvement Framework
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how to use the framework to deploy positive activity interventions, which may help 
address specific organizational problems. Each component is discussed in greater 
detail below.

Measuring Employee Well-Being

The first main component of the framework in both the initial and concluding phases 
involves developing proper assessments. In the words of management guru Peter 
Drucker, “what gets measured gets managed.” Accordingly, an organization cannot 
effectively manage employee well-being without measuring it. One of the first con-
cerns should be how to establish a reliable measurement protocol. Ideally, effective 
assessments should be regular, anonymous, and administer strategically selected 
variables. We consider each of these applied measurement recommendations below.

Regular Assessment

Our continuous improvement framework will work best with a routine architecture 
of assessment in place. It allows organizations to extend the three-part process of our 
framework (measure, intervene, measure) into a longer chain to test as many assess-
ment time points (or waves) as needed (measure, intervene, measure, intervene, etc.). 
Unfortunately, many organizational longitudinal studies are brief and consist of only 
a few waves (e.g., Wayne et al., 2022)—possibly because large-scale, multi-wave 
surveys using complex designs can be resource intensive (Mari & Meglio, 2013). 
Consequently, such designs may be more feasible for larger organizations.

However, our basic framework can be readily adapted to a broad range of methods 
and budgets. Smaller organizations (with 30 to 100 employees) may adopt leaner 
assessment methods at intervals that are as regular as possible without becoming 
overly taxing. Quick monthly, quarterly, or even annual surveys with only a few 
items may reduce employee measurement fatigue while still allowing small com-
panies to track employee well-being longitudinally. Additionally, instead of design-
ing interventions, small organizations (or even large ones, should they choose this 
method) could simply monitor well-being in response to naturalistic organizational 
changes. If using this approach, we recommend that organizations do their best to 
“bookend” data collection efforts—that is, deliberately add a beginning and ending 
phase before and after a particular change to assess relevant outcomes and covariates.

Anonymity

Notably, measurement initiatives for any company may entail collecting sensitive, 
personal employee data—for example, asking employees to admit that they have 
been depressed lately. In the interest of both ethical considerations and obtaining 
trustworthy data, companies should collect anonymous survey data and link lon-
gitudinal assessments with unique, randomly generated respondent IDs. Notably, 
research suggests that when survey respondents feel less anonymous, their responses 
become more positive, less honest, more socially desirable, and/or of lower quality 
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(Bowling, 2005; Saari & Scherbaum, 2011). While such responses may make lead-
ers feel better, they likely do not represent an accurate snapshot. Other best practices 
include assuring employees that their responses will remain completely confidential 
(and will not be shared with supervisors or co-workers), they may skip any questions 
they do not wish to answer, and all reports utilizing the data will present only aggre-
gate statistics and not individual information. Ensuring employees actually believe 
these statements will also be important. Hiring a consulting company or external 
well-being and/or survey vendor to collect, manage, summarize, and analyze survey 
data may help.

Strategic Variable Selection

General vs. Domain Specific

Researchers have developed numerous scales to assess employee well-being (e.g., 
Bartels et al., 2019; Zheng et al., 2015). However, companies need to be precise 
about what they are measuring. Ideally, surveys administered to employees should 
not confound general psychological well-being (e.g., “I feel happy”) with domain-
specific (e.g., “I feel happy at work”) or even job satisfaction (e.g., “I am satisfied 
with my job”). Notably, most of the cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimental 
research linking happiness to success focuses on general well-being measures (e.g., 
positive affect, life satisfaction). However, if time, personpower, and resources allow, 
we recommend assessing both general and domain-specific measures, as they tend to 
be correlated with each other (Bowling et al., 2010).

Positive vs. Negative Measures

Organizations should also consider whether to assess positive measures, nega-
tive measures, or a combination of both. Again, if resources allow, we recommend 
assessing both. Positive measures reflect the presence of positive emotions (e.g., 
joy, contentment), positive qualities (e.g., belonging, self-esteem), and/or favorable 
evaluations (e.g., life satisfaction). Negative measures reflect the presence of nega-
tive emotions (e.g., sadness, anger), negative qualities (e.g., stress, loneliness), and/
or unfavorable evaluations (e.g., depression). For example, while some people may 
assume that positive and negative emotions are simply opposites of each other on one 
continuous spectrum, research shows they are actually independent and negatively 
correlated (Diener & Emmons, 1984). Assessing both positive and negative measures 
will allow for maximal predictive power, as well as the assessment of non-standard 
cases (i.e. cases where positivity and negativity are both high, or both low), which 
may be differentially related to organizational outcomes (e.g., see Rogge et al., 2017 
for an example in relationship literature).

Other Related Outcomes

Finally, other well-being-related (e.g., flow, mindfulness) and job-related (e.g., 
job satisfaction, organizational commitment) outcomes may be useful to assess. 
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For example, people who frequently experience positive psychological states such 
as flow (complete absorption in a task where personal skills meet required chal-
lenges) and mindfulness (maintaining conscious focus and awareness on the present 
moment) typically experience greater well-being (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Csikszent-
mihalyi, 1990; Jackson & Marsh, 1996). Additionally, as noted previously, a wealth 
of previous studies show that well-being predicts success on a host of job-related 
outcomes, including job satisfaction, performance, promotion, income, etc. (Boehm 
& Lyubomirsky, 2008; Walsh et al., 2018; Walsh et al., in press). Thus, organizations 
may want to gauge to what extent increased employee well-being results in better 
job-related outcomes. To get organizations and researchers started, we have provided 
some commonly used measures to consider in Table 1.

Building Thriving Work Cultures

The test phase of our continuous improvement framework involves implementing 
a specific positive change. The first type of positive change we consider involves 
building thriving work cultures. There are innumerable culture changes an organiza-
tion could undertake. However, in the interests of providing guidance, we focus on 
specific applied strategies backed by previous theory and research, including valuing 
employees, self-determination theory, psychological safety, work-life balance, and 
effective incentives.

Valuing Employees

According to an analysis of Fortune’s “100 Best Companies to Work For” lists, top 
organizations all highly value (and care about) their employees (Hinkin & Tracey, 
2010). Worker development and retention are also viewed as critical to company 
success. Other successful practices among top Fortune companies include flexible 
scheduling, innovative methods to build a loyal and competent workforce, career 
training development programs, performance management systems aligned with 
organizational objectives, and compensation programs linking pay to performance.

One study examining a sample of 3,446 firms from 43 countries from 2003 to 2014 
found that “employee-friendly” companies (i.e., firms that treated their employees 
well by providing high-quality job conditions, safe and healthy work environments, 
career training and development programs, and greater diversity and equity) had a 
higher market valuation and performed better (Fauver et al., 2018). The researchers 
concluded that employee friendly cultures add value to organizations by enhancing 
employee motivation and improving overall efficiency (i.e., higher sales-to-assets and 
lower costs), and profitability (e.g., return on assets). Firms with stronger employee 
friendly cultures even performed better and were valued higher before, during, and 
after the 2008 global financial crisis.
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Self-Determination and Psychological Safety

Organizations may also improve their work culture by drawing on fundamental psy-
chological theories. To achieve optimal human functioning, self-determination the-
ory proposes that humans ought to satisfy three basic psychological needs: autonomy 
(feelings of personal choice and self-ownership), competence (feelings of mastery 
and accomplishment), and relatedness (feelings of closeness and connectedness with 
others; Ryan and Deci, 2000; Sheldon et al., 2001). Research supports this theory in 

Table 1  Sample Measures
Scale Reference Construct(s) Example Item
Affect Adjective Scale/
Brief Emotion Report

Diener and Em-
mons (1984)

Negative emotions 
and
Positive emotions

How often have you felt this 
way? 
Happy. Depressed/Blue.

Balanced Measure of Psy-
chological Needs

Sheldon and Hilp-
ert (2012)

Need satisfac-
tion (Autonomy, 
Competence, and 
Relatedness)

My choices expressed my 
“true self.“

Center for Epidemiological 
Studies Depression Scale

Radloff (1977) Depression I felt depressed.

Comprehensive Inventory of 
Thriving

Su et al. (2014) Accomplishment, 
Engagement, Life 
satisfaction, Mean-
ing, Optimism, 
Support, etc.

I am optimistic about my 
future.

Flow State Scale Jackson and Marsh 
(1996)

Flow While working … My atten-
tion was focused entirely on 
what I was doing.

Global Mood and Life Satis-
faction Sliders

Jacobs Bao (2012) Mood and Life 
satisfaction

How happy do you feel these 
days?

Gratitude Questionnaire Six 
Item

McCullough et al. 
(2001)

Gratitude I am grateful to a wide variety 
of people currently in my life.

Mindfulness Attention 
Awareness Scale

Brown and Ryan 
(2003)

Mindfulness I found myself doing things 
without paying attention.

Generic Job 
Satisfaction Scale

Macdonald and 
Maclntyre (1997)

Job satisfaction I feel good about my job.

Perceived Stress Scale Cohen et al. 
(1983)

Stress How often have you felt 
nervous and “stressed”?

Personal Wellbeing Index Tomyn et al. 
(2013)

Domain 
satisfaction

Rate your level of satisfaction 
with each domain … Your 
standard of living.

Revised UCLA Loneliness 
Scale

Russell et al. 
(1980)

Loneliness I feel isolated from others.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale Rosenberg (1965) Self-esteem I take a positive attitude 
toward myself.

Satisfaction With Life Scale Diener et al. 
(1985)

Life satisfaction In most ways my life is close 
to my ideal.

Subjective Happiness Scale Lyubomirsky and 
Lepper (1999)

Happiness In general, I consider myself 
… Not a very happy person 
to A very happy person.

Note. Non-comprehensive list of potential well-being and related measures that organizations could 
assess.

1 3



L. C. Walsh et al.

workplace contexts. For example, in one study focusing on a major office machine 
company, managers who supported their employees’ autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness had employees who trusted the company more and were more satisfied 
with their jobs (Deci et al., 1989). Hence, organizations could test giving employ-
ees greater autonomy to accomplish work tasks or finding ways to facilitate positive 
social relationships among coworkers.

Increasing “psychological safety” could be another potential positive change that 
organizations test. Psychological safety involves feelings of interpersonal trust and 
mutual respect among teammates, who are not worried about being embarrassed, 
rejected, or punished for speaking up and sharing their ideas (Edmondson, 1999). In 
2012, as part of an initiative code named Project Aristotle, Google studied 180 teams 
to determine what prompted some teams to succeed while others stumbled (Duhigg, 
2019). Psychological safety emerged as one of the most important team norms facili-
tating success, and subsequent work indicated some key strategies to foster it. For 
example, teams with higher levels of psychological safety tended to have members 
who spoke in similar proportions (rather than having one or two people dominating 
the conversation); such teams also had members who demonstrated social sensitiv-
ity towards their colleagues (e.g., noticing when someone was upset). Creating an 
environment in which employees feel secure enough to disclose potentially sensitive 
personal information (e.g., a cancer diagnosis) also contributes to greater psychologi-
cal safety within teams.

Psychological theory may be especially important to consider as companies grap-
ple with the workplace ramifications of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, one 
study in Singapore examining how employees adapted to workplace changes during 
the COVID-19 pandemic found that employees were happier when they could exer-
cise autonomy in their tasks and roles, while employees without autonomy (espe-
cially those who felt micro-managed) had higher anxiety and frustration (Lee, 2021). 
Another study surveying the employees of a commercial real estate company about 
post-COVID-19 workspace preferences found two different groups, with one group 
preferring to work at home regardless of workload and the other group preferring to 
go into the office on days when they had low to average workloads (Appel-Meulen-
broek et al., 2022). This difference in workspace preferences illustrates an opportu-
nity for companies to consider their employees’ preferences (thus enhancing their 
sense of autonomy) when optimizing the workplace environment. Finally, a study 
looking at work location and well-being during the first lockdown found that when 
employee’s preferences were not aligned with their location (e.g., desiring to return 
to the office but being required to work from home), they experienced deceased well-
being (Lund et al., 2022).

Work-Life Balance

Companies could also consider how to improve employees’ workload, stress levels, 
and work-life balance. Positive changes aimed at reducing overtime (e.g., limiting 
work to 40 h per week) may be especially effective. With the rise of information 
communication technology that connects employees to work 24/7 and “always-on” 
work culture (McDowall & Kinman, 2017), employee stress levels have risen nearly 
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20% in the past three decades (Lipman, 2019). Higher work stress can undermine 
productivity and negatively impact well-being (Donald et al., 2005).

Consequently, companies pressuring their employees to work longer hours may 
be courting backfiring effects via reduced productivity. A re-analysis of World War I 
data (collected 1915–1916) examined the output (e.g., numbers of shells produced) 
of British ammunitions and explosives workers (Pencavel, 2015). During that time-
frame, the work week was often extended up to 70–100 h per week to supply the war 
effort. The results concluded that weekly output tended to be proportional to weekly 
hours worked up until about 48 h per week, at which point marginal productivity 
declined. Furthermore, weeks without a day of rest (e.g., working on Sunday) had 
about 10% lower output the following week, relative to weeks when there was no 
work on Sunday.

Long work hours are also associated with lower levels of work-life balance, espe-
cially for women (Albertsen et al., 2008). A study of 1,416 employees from Malaysia, 
China, New Zealand Spain, France, and Italy found that greater work-life balance 
(e.g., “I manage to balance the demands of my work and personal/family life well”) 
was linked with greater job satisfaction and life satisfaction, as well as less anxiety 
and depression (Haar et al., 2014).

Organizations may also better manage employee stress and work-life balance 
needs by hiring an external vendor with business-specific well-being solutions. For 
example, a sample of 2,851 members of a life coaching company who received 
evidence-based leadership coaching, well-being assessments, and experiential learn-
ing resources for at least 90 days reported significant mean increases in resilience 
(8.57%) and stress reduction (17.67%; Black et al., 2019).

Effective Incentives

Finally, organizations could test incentives supported by empirical evidence as 
another way of improving their overall work culture. For example, music concert 
attendance (such as with company-sponsored concerts) boosts well-being for both 
young and old individuals and may foster connection among employees (Packer & 
Ballantyne, 2011; Shibazaki & Marshall, 2017). Additionally, the presence of a dog 
in a pet-friendly office can increase social interactions among employees (Foreman 
et al., 2017). There is also evidence that supplying green spaces and natural elements 
(e.g., a tree-lined park) in and around the office can improve employees’ positive 
affect, life satisfaction, and job satisfaction, as well as reduce stress (Berman et al., 
2008; Markwell & Gladwin, 2020; Sop Shin, 2007).

In sum, there are numerous culture initiatives that companies can test to culti-
vate happier employees. These include, but are not limited to, providing the right 
kind of incentives, such as allowing flexible hours; creating a strong culture of car-
ing; valuing employees; providing career training development programs; linking 
pay to performance; being “employee friendly”; respecting work-life balance and 
maintaining reasonable working hours; supporting the psychological needs of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness; and fostering psychological safety among teams. 
Although this is a long list, even small steps taken towards these aims may pay cor-
porate dividends.
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Deploying Positive Activity Interventions

The second type of positive change that organizations may consider in our frame-
work’s test phase is deploying positive activity interventions (PAIs; aka positive 
activities or positive psychology interventions; Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009). PAIs 
are composed of simple self-administered cognitive behavioral strategies that are 
designed to improve the well-being of the people performing them (Layous & Lyu-
bomirsky, 2014). Such strategies usually involve mimicking the thoughts and behav-
iors of naturally happy people.

Notably, this approach is different from merely pressuring employees to act happy 
(e.g., smile, be cheerful), which can backfire — ironically prompting employees to 
feel more emotional exhaustion and burnout (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Grandey, 
2003). Thousands of randomized controlled trials have validated the effectiveness 
of PAIs for improving subjective well-being (e.g., life satisfaction) and/or reducing 
negative symptoms (e.g., depression; Bolier et al., 2013; Carr et al., 2023; Sin and 
Lyubomirsky, 2009). For example, after 8 weeks of use, 1,053 participants randomly 
assigned to use a PAI-deploying science-based smartphone app (Happify) reported 
fewer depressive and anxiety symptoms, as well as greater resilience, than those 
assigned to a control group (Parks et al., 2018). Additionally, PAIs can be quickly and 
easily administered; they are accessible, low-cost, and carry no stigma or side effects.

Numerous PAIs have been studied empirically, with more published each month. 
Many have been tested in workplace environments. For example, one study examined 
the effects of a group-level acts of kindness intervention with employees in a Spanish 
corporate workplace, Coca-Cola Iberia in Madrid (Chancellor et al., 2018). Employ-
ees were randomly assigned to one of three groups: (1) givers, who performed kind 
acts (e.g., getting a cup of coffee for a co-worker), (2) receivers, who received kind 
acts, or (3) controls, who observed kind acts being exchanged between givers and 
receivers. Relative to controls, both givers and receivers benefited from the month-
long intervention via increases in competence and autonomy. At a follow-up assess-
ment 1 month later, givers reported greater life satisfaction and job satisfaction, as 
well as decreases in depression; receivers reported improved subjective happiness. 
Receivers also paid it forward with 278% more kind acts than controls. This inter-
vention demonstrated that kind acts performed at the office can be both emotionally 
rewarding and socially contagious.

Table 2 presents a non-comprehensive list of 14 commonly used and well-vali-
dated PAIs that could be tested using the Worker Well-Being Continuous Improvement 
Framework. For each PAI, we include example instructions, study references, and 
outcomes impacted (e.g., positive emotions, job satisfaction, stress). To briefly sum-
marize here, these PAIs include acting extraverted (i.e., talkative, assertive, and spon-
taneous; Margolis and Lyubomirsky, 2019); doing acts of kindness for others (e.g., 
buying coffee for a friend; Chancellor et al., 2018; Nelson et al., 2016); seeking out 
awe-inducing experiences (e.g., viewing giant sequoias; Sturm et al., 2022); cultivat-
ing optimism by envisioning one’s best possible self (King, 2001); engaging in flow 
activities (e.g., playing Pokémon GO; Rankin et al., 2019); actively forgiving others 
(McCullough & Witvliet, 2002); writing a letter of gratitude to a benefactor (Selig-
man et al., 2005); counting (or listing) gratitude-inducing blessings (e.g., a beautiful 
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PAI Example Instructions References Outcomes
Act
Extraverted

During the next week, act as talkative, assertive, and 
spontaneous as you can. Please list 5 specific ideas 
for how and when you will incorporate these types of 
behaviors into your daily life. For example, “When my 
friends are discussing something important to me, I will 
express my opinion.”

Jacques-
Hamilton et 
al. (2019); 
Margolis and 
Lyubomirsky 
(2019)

Authentic-
ity (+); 
Autonomy 
(+); Con-
nected-
ness (+); 
Compe-
tence (+); 
Extraver-
sion (+); 
Happiness 
(+); Flow 
(+); Life 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Negative 
emo-
tions (-); 
Positive 
emotions 
(+)

Acts of 
Kindness

In our daily lives, we often perform acts of kind-
ness—both large and small—for others, though it can 
sometimes be difficult to find time to do so. Please make 
time to do three nice things for other people. These acts 
of kindness can be small (leave an encouraging note for 
a co-worker) or big (helping a friend move) and should 
directly benefit specific individuals, like family mem-
bers, friends, or even strangers. These acts of kindness 
should involve a little extra effort and be outside of your 
normal routine.

Anik et al. 
(2013); Chan-
cellor et al. 
(2018); Nelson 
et al. (2016); 
Nelson-Coffey 
et al. (2017)

Flourish-
ing (+); 
Happiness 
(+); Health 
(+); Job 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Peer 
acceptance 
(+)

Awe
Walk

Take at least one (~ 15 min) walk per week. Seek the 
experience or feeling of awe. Awe is most likely to 
occur in places that have physical vastness and novelty. 
These could include natural settings, like a hiking trail 
lined with tall trees, or urban settings, like at the top of 
a skyscraper. Keep a fairly light to moderate pace and 
walk alone without interruption from your smartphone.

Piff et al. 
(2015); Sturm 
et al. (2022)

Awe (+); 
Ethical 
Decision-
Making 
(+); Gen-
erosity (+); 
Prosocial 
behavior 
(+); Smile 
intensity 
(+)

Table 2  Example Positive Activity Interventions
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PAI Example Instructions References Outcomes
Best
Possible
Self

Think about your life in the future. Imagine that every-
thing has gone as well as it possibly could. You have 
worked hard and succeeded at accomplishing all your 
life goals. Think of this as the realization of all your life 
dreams. Now, write about what you imagined.

King (2001); 
Sheldon and 
Lyubomirsky 
(2006)

Motiva-
tion (+); 
Negative 
mood (-); 
Optimism 
(+); Posi-
tive emo-
tions (+); 
Positive 
mood (+); 
Respon-
sibility to 
others (+); 
Respon-
sibility to 
self (+)

Flow
Activities

Please note the following quote: “My mind isn’t wan-
dering. I am not thinking of something else. I am totally 
involved in what I am doing. My body feels good. I 
don’t seem to hear anything. The world seems to be cut 
off from me. I am less aware of myself and problems.“ 
Please list three activities you engage in that create the 
feeling just described. Choose one of those activities to 
do this week. Examples flow activities include reading, 
exercising, and playing video games.

Csikszentmi-
halyi (1990); 
Rankin et al. 
(2019)

Flow state 
(+); Nega-
tive emo-
tions (-); 
Positive 
emotions 
(+); Worry 
(-)

Forgiveness REACH Forgiveness model: Recall the hurt; Empathize 
to emotionally replace negative states (e.g., bitterness) 
with positive ones (e.g., compassion); Altruistically give 
the gift of forgiveness; Commit to forgiveness (e.g., 
write a letter); Hold onto forgiveness.

McCullough 
and Witv-
liet (2002); 
Worthington et 
al. (2010)

Anger (-); 
Anxiety 
(-); De-
pression 
(-); Hope 
(+); Self-
esteem (+)

Table 2  (continued) 
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PAI Example Instructions References Outcomes
Gratitude 
Letter

There are many people in our lives that we might be 
grateful to. Please take a moment to think back over the 
past several years of your life and remember an instance 
when someone did a kind act (or acts) for you for 
which you are extremely grateful. Think of the people 
– parents, children, spouses/partners, relatives, friends, 
neighbors, teachers, employers, and so on – who have 
been especially generous and thoughtful towards you. 
Now, write a letter to one of these individuals.

Davis et al. 
(2015); Regan 
et al. (2022); 
Seligman et al. 
(2005); Walsh 
et al. (2022)

Connect-
edness (+); 
Gratitude 
(+); Hap-
piness 
(+); Life 
Satisfac-
tion (+); 
Loneli-
ness (-); 
Negative 
emotions 
(-); Posi-
tive emo-
tions (+); 
Self-im-
provement 
motivation 
(+); Social 
relation-
ships (+); 
Social 
support 
(+)

Gratitude
List

There are many things in our lives, both large and small, 
that we might be grateful about. Think back over the 
past week and write down up to five things in your life 
that you are grateful or thankful for.

Chancellor 
et al. (2015); 
Davis et 
al. (2015); 
Emmons and 
McCullough 
(2003)

Gratitude 
(+); Health 
(+); Life 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Positive 
emotions 
(+)

Loving-
Kindness 
Meditation

Do a 10-minute loving-kindness meditation: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=1eLKEuJkggw

Fredrickson et 
al. (2008)

Negative 
emo-
tions (-); 
Positive 
emotions 
(+)

Table 2  (continued) 
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PAI Example Instructions References Outcomes
Mindfulness 
Meditation

Do a 5-minute body scan meditation: 
http://marc.ucla.edu/mpeg/Body-Scan-Meditation.mp3

Carmody and 
Baer (2008); 
Eberth and 
Sedlmeier 
(2012); Wil-
liams and 
Kabat-Zinn 
(2011)

Anxiety 
(-); Atten-
tion (+); 
Depres-
sion (-); 
Emotion 
regula-
tion (+); 
Mindful-
ness (+); 
Negative 
emo-
tions (-); 
Neuroti-
cism (-); 
Positive 
emotions 
(+); Psy-
chological 
well-being 
(+); Stress 
(-)

Savoring Think about where you live right now. Consider all the 
reasons that you like this area – special people, specific 
restaurants, places that are remarkably beautiful. Now, 
imagine that you will be moving far away in 30 days. 
During this month, do all the things you are going to 
miss while you’re away. For example, get in touch 
with friends who are special to you and spend time in 
the spots that have made your current location feel like 
home to you. Seize the moment and take the time to 
enjoy what you love most about where you live, work, 
and study.

Bryant and 
Veroff (2017); 
Layous et 
al. (2018); 
Quoidbach et 
al. (2010)

Autonomy 
(+); Con-
nectedness 
(+); Com-
petence 
(+); De-
pression 
(-); Life 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Negative 
emotions 
(-); Posi-
tive emo-
tions (+)

Table 2  (continued) 
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sunset; Emmons and McCullough, 2003); doing a loving-kindness or mindfulness 
mediation (Carmody & Baer, 2008; Fredrickson et al., 2008); savoring positive expe-
riences (Layous et al., 2018); practicing self-compassion (Neff, 2011); identifying 
and using signature strengths (Seligman et al., 2005); and talking to strangers (Epley 

PAI Example Instructions References Outcomes
Self-compas-
sion
Letter

Write a self-compassionate letter about an issue you 
tend to feel bad about. Write the letter from the perspec-
tive of an imaginary friend who is unconditionally kind, 
accepting, and compassionate, and read it twice during 
the upcoming week.

Ferrari et al. 
(2019); Smeets 
et al. (2014)

Anxiety 
(-); Con-
nectedness 
(+); De-
pression 
(-); Life 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Mindful-
ness (+); 
Optimism 
(+); Self-
compas-
sion (+); 
Self-crit-
icism (-); 
Self-effi-
cacy (+); 
Stress (-); 
Rumina-
tion (-); 
Worry (-)

Signature
Strengths

Take the VIA Signature Strengths Questionnaire by 
visiting https://www.viacharacter.org/survey/account/
register. After completing the survey, pick one of your 
top five signature strengths and use it in a new and dif-
ferent way every day for one week.

Peterson 
(2006); Ruch 
et al. (2020); 
Seligman et al. 
(2005)

Depres-
sion (-); 
Engage-
ment at 
work (+); 
Flour-
ishing 
(+); Job 
satisfac-
tion (+); 
Happiness 
(+); Mean-
ing at 
work (+); 
Positive 
experi-
ences (+)

Talk to
Strangers

Please have a conversation with a new person today. Try 
to make a connection. Find out something interesting 
about him or her and tell them something about you. 
The longer the conversation, the better.

Epley and 
Schroeder 
(2014); Reece 
et al. (2022)

Positive 
emo-
tions (+); 
Positive 
experi-
ences (+)

Note. “+” indicates an outcome that is increased by the PAI, while “-” indicates an outcome that is 
decreased.

Table 2  (continued) 
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& Schroeder, 2014). An even larger database that includes 92 PAI instructions is 
hosted by the Greater Good Science Center at https://ggia.berkeley.edu/.

The empirical literature exploring PAIs within organizational contexts is in its 
early stages and continuously expanding. At present, there may not be sufficient evi-
dence to recommend specific PAIs for addressing specific organizational issues, such 
as high attrition rates or low employee morale. Nevertheless, we have seen some 
interventions, like gratitude lists, being increasingly adopted in organizational set-
tings, while others like acting extraverted are still nascent and largely untested in 
these contexts (Bono et al., 2012; Chancellor et al., 2015; Margolis & Lyubomirsky, 
2019). Despite this, Table 2 provides a guide on the outcomes affected by different 
PAIs with the aim of helping organizations decide which interventions to test for par-
ticular issues. For instance, if the challenge is low employee happiness, interventions 
known to foster positive emotions (e.g., acting extraverted, writing gratitude letters) 
could be considered. Alternatively, if employees are grappling with high stress levels, 
interventions that reduce stress (e.g., mindfulness meditation, self-compassion let-
ters) may be beneficial.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

The current review offers a comprehensive exploration of worker well-being and 
provides a robust framework for implementing positive changes in the workplace. 
Its strengths lie in the synthesis of a wide range of research on worker well-being 
and the applied recommendations for enhancing workplace practices. The proposed 
framework, encompassing well-being measurement, building thriving work cultures, 
and deploying positive activity interventions, is grounded in empirical research and 
offers a clear roadmap for organizations seeking to improve employee quality of life.

However, there are several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, although 
the review provides a broad overview of strategies for improving worker well-being, 
it does not include direct tests of the models within the framework. Consequently, the 
effectiveness of the proposed strategies in specific organizational contexts remains an 
open question. Future research could address this limitation by conducting empirical 
studies to test the proposed framework in a variety of organizational settings. Exam-
ining relevant moderators that alter the magnitude of well-being effects in organiza-
tional settings would be especially useful.

Second, one primary focus includes individual-level interventions, such as PAIs. 
Although several meta-analyses suggest that these interventions improve individual 
well-being (e.g., Bolier et al., 2013; Carr et al., 2023; Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009), a 
recent critique highlighted that most PAI studies are underpowered and lack pre-reg-
istered hypotheses (Folk & Dunn, 2023). Historically, researchers have used meta-
analysis to integrate a large number of small studies to more accurately gauge effect 
sizes, but some scholars have recently argued that such an approach may amplify 
false positives (Simonsohn et al., 2022). Additionally, the impact of PAIs on organi-
zational-level outcomes, such as team performance or organizational culture, is less 
clear. A great deal more research is needed to explore the effects of these interven-

1 3

https://ggia.berkeley.edu/


Worker Well-Being: A Continuous Improvement Framework

tions at the organizational level — ideally, with studies that are well-powered and 
pre-registered.

Lastly, our review assumes that organizations have the resources and motivation 
to implement the types of changes we describe. In practice, organizations may face 
various barriers to executing the proposed changes, such as lack of resources, resis-
tance from employees, or poor fit with organizational culture. Future research could 
explore strategies for overcoming these barriers and facilitating the implementation 
of positive changes in the workplace.

Conclusion

Cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimental evidence demonstrates that well-
being is associated with, precedes, and produces success on a host of work outcomes. 
In other words, individuals who are happy in their lives and with their lives are more 
likely to be successful at their jobs—both presently and in the future—and their hap-
piness may even cause their career success. Organizations may benefit from this 
happiness advantage by actively improving their employees’ well-being. We have 
proposed implementing a continuous improvement framework with three phases 
(initial, test, and concluding) that will allow companies to incrementally test and 
assess specific positive changes over time. The initial and concluding phases involve 
carefully and effectively measuring employee well-being. The test phase involves 
exploring two different types of positive changes: building thriving work cultures 
and/or deploying positive activity interventions. Strategies for building thriving work 
cultures include genuinely caring for employees, allowing flexible work hours, and 
supporting need satisfaction and psychological safety, among others. We provide 14 
PAIs (e.g., practicing acts of kindness, writing gratitude letters) that can improve 
employee well-being (e.g., life satisfaction), work-related outcomes (e.g., job sat-
isfaction), and quality of life (e.g., stress). The continuous improvement framework 
could be used to determine which of these factors (and which combinations) are most 
effective for a given organization and its employees. We hope that this framework 
coupled with some suggested concrete strategies will allow researchers and com-
panies to better support worker well-being. Ultimately, we believe such initiatives 
could move companies to realize their organizational goals, enhance their bottom 
lines, and make both employees and shareholders happy.
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