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Following the logic of the “happy-productive worker” hypothesis, organizations have been increasingly interested in new ways to elicit employee wellbeing. Consequently, research on mindfulness in work contexts has been burgeoning in recent years, as both conceptual and empirical reviews substantiated its importance as a cost-effective approach to promoting employee wellbeing. The purpose of the present study was to investigate whether employee happiness extends or transcends the conventional notions of employee wellbeing. More specifically, we invoke the positive psychology literature to argue that (a) employee happiness is related but distinct from employee wellbeing and (b) that initial levels of employee wellbeing might moderate the effect of mindfulness-based interventions. We conducted a secondary analysis of a publicly available dataset to test our predictions: focusing on 35 healthcare professionals from a healthcare organization in Barcelona, Spain. More precisely, employing a multivariate hierarchical regression, we compared if the incremental effect of an eight-week mindfulness-based strength intervention (MBSI) over a Mindfulness-based intervention (MBI) might be moderated by employees' initial levels before the intervention starts. Our results supported a moderating effect of employees' initial psychological wellbeing on a MBSI versus MBI. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.
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Introduction

Almost a century ago, the “Hawthorne studies” showed that there is a compelling business case for promoting employee happiness beyond the inherent value of creating environments that support peak performance and optimal functioning (for a review, see Peiró et al., 2019). Yet, a 100 years later, it still is unclear to organizational psychologist of what “happiness” would mean in work contexts. For example, within the organizational psychology literature, job satisfaction, employee wellbeing, and happiness are three constructs that tend be used interchangeably when referring to the idea behind the “happy-productive worker” hypothesis.

However, some conceptual clarification might be useful to better understand what the happy-productive worker hypothesis entails. Such clarification is important to avoid the “jingle-jangle” fallacy (Thorndike, 1904) when studying employee health and wellbeing. In short, the jingle-jangle fallacy refers to the erroneous assumption that two different things are the same (i.e., labeling “jingle” as “jangle” and “jangle as “jingle”). We illustrate this by comparing job satisfaction, employee wellbeing, and employee happiness in work contexts.

As Judge et al. (2001) argued, job satisfaction is probably one of the most researched outcomes in I/O psychology. Job satisfaction captures positive attitudes of employees toward different facets of their work, such as pay, coworkers, supervisors, processes, and so forth (Spector, 1985). Job satisfaction matters, because the meta-analytic link between job satisfaction and performance has been thoroughly established (Judge et al., 2001), and a 2023 survey by the Pew Center show that, in general, 51% of US employees report being satisfied with their jobs (Horowitz and Parker, 2023). With the emergence of the positive psychology movement, and its application to promote wellbeing in work settings (e.g., Peterson and Park, 2006), organizational psychologists seem to have shifted their focus, moving from the study of job satisfaction toward the study of employee wellbeing.

One reason for this shift might be that focusing on employee wellbeing allows thinking about the happy-productive worker hypothesis in a new perspective not captured by the study of job satisfaction. For example, the same 2023 survey by the Pew Center shows that when inspecting among generational cohorts, people aged 18–29 have lowest wellbeing when compared to other generational cohorts, only 44% see their jobs as enjoyable and 39% as fulfilling. Instead, again, young adults between 18 and 29 find their jobs as more stressful (32%) and overwhelming (23%) than other generational cohorts (Horowitz and Parker, 2023). The discrepancy here has implications for practice given that if managers focus on job satisfaction metrics rather than the employee wellbeing metrics, managers might make wrong decisions, given that nowadays it is not enough for employees to be content or satisfied with their jobs, but there is an increasing need to find a deeper sense of purpose and fulfillment in it.

The increasing interest in employee wellbeing seems to generalize to other geographical contexts as well. An econometric study spanning 20 European countries highlight the considerable productivity gains associated with positive subjective wellbeing (DiMaria et al., 2020). DiMaria et al. (2020) underscore the concrete organizational benefits of prioritizing employee subjective wellbeing, emphasizing the substantial economic advantages of such efforts. Thus, under the premise that a happy worker is a productive worker, fostering employee wellbeing seems to be an inherently worthy endeavor that might also be good for business.

Now that the productivity gains from promoting employee wellbeing are widely acknowledged in organizations, a pertinent question might arise for organizational decision makers: Is fostering employee satisfaction and wellbeing enough to sustain organizational productivity in our firm? Or should our organization strive to surpass the pursuit of employee satisfaction and wellbeing and cultivate instead an enduring sense of happiness within their employees? If so, a relevant yet practical question said decision makers could ask is what interventions could increase employee happiness across varying baseline levels of employee wellbeing. We believe that exploring the above research questions empirically might provide a modest yet interesting contribution to the employee health and wellbeing literature.

Our first research objective is to explore antecedents of happiness at work. Our rationale being that if “a happy employee is a productive employee”, it would seem important for organizations to promote the happiness of their employees, as this will likely relate to productivity gains. Given that abundant research has been conducted on both the effect of job satisfaction (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2024) and employee subjective wellbeing (e.g., Jebb et al., 2020) on employee productivity, the main objective of the present study is exploring what increases happiness in work contexts (further referred to as employee happiness).

Monzani et al. (2021a) established that a Mindfulness-Based Strengths Intervention (MBSI) promoted employee wellbeing above and beyond the effects of a Mindfulness-Based Intervention (MBI) for health care professionals. Based on the findings of Monzani et al. (2021a), we believe that the habitual practice of mindfulness alongside the activation of character strengths might be a cost-effective intervention that organizations should consider if interested in creating lasting employee happiness. Mindfulness involves the “self-regulation of attention with an approach of curiosity, openness, and acceptance” (Bishop et al., 2004, as cited in Niemiec and Lissing, 2016). It is the practice of intentionally focusing one's attention on the present moment without judgment, embodying a state of awareness without purpose or intent (Niemiec and Lissing, 2016).

However, Monzani et al. (2021a) did not explore if an MBSI would increase employee happiness above and beyond an MBI. Consequently, to purse this first research objective, the present study will benchmark the effect of two similar interventions on employee happiness. Given the exploratory nature of our first research objective, a secondary objective is required to qualify our potential findings. Thus, our secondary objective is to determine under which conditions these interventions are more effective. As we elaborate on below, we anticipate that there will be differences in employee happiness according to the baseline level of participants' psychological wellbeing.

Thus, the present study reports a secondary analysis of a publicly available dataset published by Monzani et al. (2021a). We aim to contribute to this field by exploring whether a MBSI, like Mindfulness-Based Strengths Practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014), can enhance employee happiness after controlling for baseline levels of hedonic and eudaimonic (described next) employee wellbeing, as well as related constructs, such as psychological needs satisfaction (Deci and Ryan, 2000). As such, the present study joins an ongoing conversation among positive organizational scholars about what practices enable employees to achieve optimal functioning at work (Youssef and Luthans, 2007).



Theoretical framework


Employee happiness

Recent theoretical and empirical findings support the idea that achieving happiness at work is both possible and valuable for organizations. Although counter-intuitive, the positive psychology literature argues that happiness and wellbeing are two separate constructs with clear differences. We unpack those differences below, and then present recent empirical studies identifying antecedents and mechanisms of employee happiness in the following paragraphs.

The first difference between happiness and wellbeing is how they are conceptualized. Happiness in general has been theorized and studied as a unidimensional construct, whereas the extant literature agrees that wellbeing is a multi-dimensional construct (e.g., hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing). For example, hedonic wellbeing has been defined as the pursuit of pleasurable emotional states and the avoidance of dis-pleasurable states. In general, Diener's notion of life satisfaction describes hedonic wellbeing (Kahneman et al., 1999), and in work contexts, job satisfaction is a metric that captures employee hedonic wellbeing. Finally, Monzani et al. (2021a) evidenced that Watson et al.'s (1988) measure of positive affect can be used as a metric for the pleasurable states inherent to hedonic wellbeing in healthcare contexts.

In line with the Aristotelian Virtue Ethics tradition, positive psychologists understand psychological (or eudaimonic) wellbeing as a deeper search for meaning, purpose, and self-actualization, even if such pursuit requires a temporary state of dis-pleasure in sights of distal and more lasting sense of subjective wellbeing (Waterman, 2008). Happiness scholars argue that although very valuable, these two types of wellbeing are distinct from an overall sense of happiness (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011), understood as a trait-like personal attribute rather than a psychological state (Raibley, 2012). It seems plausible then that employee psychological wellbeing should be related or even be an antecedent of employee happiness.

Given the various dimensions of wellbeing and happiness explored above, it is also important to recognize how different cultural contexts shape these constructs. In the eastern cultures of Southern Asia, such as India, bringing one's spirituality to the work context is not unusual. Despite that workplace spirituality emanates from a different philosophical tradition, workplace spirituality has shown to have similar relations to the work-related outcomes studied in Western Cultures. For example, in a sample composed of 207 manufacturing and service managers spread across different locations throughout India, workplace spirituality predicted employee job satisfaction, affective and normative commitment, as well as work engagement (Garg, 2017). Moreover, and more closely related to the present study, extant research also identified gratitude as an individual factor that has been related to employee happiness (Garg et al., 2022). Finally, a study by Garg et al. (2022) advanced the literature on employee (and workplace) happiness, by evidencing how both psychological and social capital mediate the relation between employee happiness and one of its antecedents (e.g., gratitude) in educational contexts.

Insights from both Western and Eastern traditions remind us that working should be more than trading hours for a paycheque. Moreover, extant research on employee attitudes and psychological states supports these insights. Thus, as theory and practice consistently suggest that there is value in findings new ways to promote happiness at work, in the next sections, we propose an intervention that draws from Western and Eastern philosophical traditions to increase employee happiness, after isolating the effect of the antecedents of happiness described above.



Mindfulness

Our literature review shows that mindfulness research has grown exponentially in the last decades. As empirical findings suggest, the habitual practice of mindfulness increases a person's self-awareness, helps to identify blind spots in self-knowledge, and assists in the aligning of a person's actual self (who one perceives to be) and our ideal self (whom one aspires to be; Brown et al., 2007; Ivtzan et al., 2011; Carlson et al., 2013; Niemiec and Lissing, 2016). Therefore, it is unsurprising that several types of MBIs have emerged in recent decades.

MBIs are intentionally structured programs integrating mindfulness principles and techniques into Western psychology practices. Various programs and therapies, such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (Kabat-Zinn, 2003), Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (Segal et al., 2018), and Mindful Self-Compassion (Germer and Neff, 2019) are conceptually grounded on MBIs. We focus on a MBSP (Niemiec, 2014), a program designed to target character strengths and mindfulness. More recently, MBIs have captured the interest of HR and talent managers, given their capacity to elicit employee wellbeing (Good et al., 2016; Monzani et al., 2021a).



Mindfulness at work

Management scholars are increasingly focused on understanding how firms integrate mindfulness and character development into their daily activities, recognizing the potential for these practices to enhance organizational effectiveness, employee wellbeing and overall performance. A recent integrative review has summarized the extensive literature on mindfulness in work contexts, unpacking its primary mechanisms and relation to employee outcomes (Good et al., 2016). In short, these authors conclude that the habitual exercise of entering a mindfulness state expands how employees perceive and experience their work tasks by shifting from cognitive to experiential information processing, enhancing employee focus and attention.

A recent second-order meta-analysis, summarizing 13 first-order meta-analyses and comprising of 311 intervention studies, demonstrates the significant impact that mindfulness practices have in several work contexts—a medium-to-large meta-analytic effect on improving hedonic wellbeing by reducing negative emotions (g = −0.74) and increasing overall eudaimonic wellbeing (g = 0.58), as predicted (Monzani et al., 2021a). Two considerations arise from Monzani et al.'s (2021a) results. First, Hedges g is an effect size measure akin to Cohen's d, but it is advantageous in that it is a robust statistic that corrects for small sample sizes, and as such increases its credibility. Second, we can convert Monzani et al.'s (2021a) Hedges' values (i.e., g = −0.74 and g = 0.58) to their comparable Pearson's bivariate correlation values (r = 0.35 and r =0.28, respectively). Because Monzani et al. (2021a) conducted this second-order meta-analysis while correcting for the sampling variance of 13 first-order meta-analyses (i.e., based on 311 studies with a combined sample size of approximately 19,000 participants) and reported pooled reliability estimates (e.g., 0.88 and 0.86 for the outcome measures), it seems likely that these values approximate the true population effect sizes of MBIs on both hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing criteria. However, because these authors were pursuing a different study objective than the present study, Monzani et al. (2021a) did not produce meta-analytical estimates of the effect of MBIs on employee happiness as defined above. Our study aims to advance a step forward in this direction, by exploring the gap that Monzani et al.'s (2021a) study omitted, without attempting to conduct another meta-analysis.

Monzani et al.'s (2021a) results illustrate how mindfulness positively affects employees operating within high-stress environments. We believe that those effects occur because habitual mindfulness practices facilitate a shift in consciousness from cognitive processing to experiential awareness, offering a valuable coping mechanism to deal with an overwhelming amount of information that leaders and employees are exposed and expected to process in modern work environments. Some examples include a constant stream of emails, messages, reports, data, and tasks that can lead to feeling overwhelmed, difficulty focusing, and difficulty prioritizing tasks.

Mindfulness practices, as demonstrated by Monzani et al. (2021a), help individuals manage this overload by improving focus, attention, and the ability to stay present in the moment rather than getting caught up in the sheer volume of information. In other words, it gives individuals the means to cope with information overload across diverse work settings. Thus, benchmarking how different MBI types affect employee happiness is an important endeavor that should be of interest to other organizational stakeholders (talent mangers, managers, etc.).



Developing character in organizations

The contemporary understanding of character draws heavily from the definition of virtuous character in the Aristotelian virtue ethics tradition (Aristotle, 2014). More precisely, it speaks to the qualities and attributes defining an individual's excellence and enabling them to achieve optimal functioning across various social contexts (Wright and Huang, 2008; Crossan et al., 2013; Niemiec, 2018). This definition includes integrity, empathy, judgment, and courage, which shape how individuals interact with others and influence their decision-making processes, ethical behavior, and overall effectiveness in both personal and professional lives. Suppose one's character is understood as the set, or collection, of qualities and attributes that define an individual's excellence. In that case, the strength of one's character is cultivated through the conscious and habitual practice of moral and ethical values, virtuous behaviors, and even an adaptive activation of inherited traits. Positive psychology literature often delineates these collections as character strengths (Seligman and Peterson, 2004).

Character strengths, as defined by the Values in Action Inventory (VIA; Seligman and Peterson, 2004) and MBSP (Niemiec, 2014), encompass a range of positive attributes such as kindness, gratitude, humility, self-regulation, and perseverance, among others. Engaging in behaviors that align with these character strengths enhances personal wellbeing and contributes to a fulfilling and purposeful life (Schutte and Malouff, 2019; Bates-Krakoff et al., 2022). Similarly, recent integrative reviews have sparked renewed scholarly interest in understanding how the habitual practice of character within work contexts translates into increased employee performance and wellbeing (Seligman and Peterson, 2004; Peterson and Park, 2006; Wright et al., 2007; Donaldson and Ko, 2010; Donaldson et al., 2019; Monzani et al., 2021b; Seijts et al., 2022). Donaldson et al.'s (2019) meta-analysis of positive psychology interventions at work show that character-strengths based interventions had a moderate effect (g = 0.35) on employee wellbeing. Despite this effect, it is not as substantive as the effect of MBIs on employee wellbeing, Monzani et al. (2021a) argue, that it might be compounded with it. Thus, it seems logical for organizations interested in attracting, retaining, and developing talent to promote practices that enable individuals to achieve optimal functioning at work. A recent Society for Human Resources Management report found a $4 return on investment for every $1 spent on workplace wellbeing (Milligan, 2017; Ellis et al., 2024).




Enhancing employee happiness by integrating mindfulness and character

Monzani et al. (2021a) evidenced that wellbeing practices that blend mindfulness and character strengths development were more effective in promoting employee wellbeing than mindfulness-based practices alone. Their logic posits that the two foundational traditions underlying these wellness practices are not antagonistic but synergistic, meaning they could mutually reinforce their effects. However, as previously noted, there is limited evidence within work contexts to determine if this synergistic effect also extends and applies to employees' overall general assessments of their happiness levels, as operationalized by scholars such as Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999).

Building on the logic of positive organizational scholars, human endeavors such as ventures and enterprises could also provide a fertile ground for achieving eudaimonia—a state of enduring happiness grounded in purpose, meaning, and harmony between individuals and their environments. Eudaimonic happiness differs from hedonic happiness, a concept akin to the contemporary view of happiness, that is, as reducing displeasure and increasing pleasurable states (Ryan and Deci, 2001). While extrinsic rewards, such as promotions, bonuses, and other status-enhancing practices might create a temporary bump in hedonic happiness, this bump is usually short-lived (as are the associated wellbeing implications).

Hedonic wellbeing interventions tend to be short-lived. This reduced half-life happens because sustaining hedonia requires constant reinforcement, or what some scholars have termed the hedonic treadmill (Waterman, 2007). The notion of a hedonic treadmill refers to the tendency for individuals to return to a relatively stable level of happiness despite experiencing positive or negative life events. The treadmill metaphor implies that even temporary boosts or drops in happiness due to life events, such as getting a promotion (hedonic boost), or a breakup (hedonic drop) tend to return to a baseline level over time. This concept implies that material gains or setbacks might not have a lasting impact on overall employees' wellbeing or employee happiness.

The second-order meta-analysis conducted by Monzani et al. (2021a) showed that existing MBIs are very effective in reducing negative emotional states (hedonic wellbeing) and increasing overall wellbeing (eudaimonic wellbeing). These findings suggest that MBIs could also effectively increase employee happiness levels. Specifically, in their follow-up field experiment, comparing the effects of an MBI to an MBSI on employee wellbeing (considering both its hedonic and eudaimonic facets), the most significant increase across conditions was observed in the facet of Ryff and Keyes's (1995) measure of psychological wellbeing (focused on positive relations with others). This effect remained significant even after controlling for employees' degree of psychological needs satisfaction (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

The results reported by Monzani et al. (2021a) leads us to theorize that once the need for relatedness is fulfilled, the practice of MBSI not only opens the door to a higher level of eudaimonic wellbeing (which was substantiated by the authors) but might also enable a deeper sense of overall happiness (Deci and Ryan, 2008), which we operationalized as employee happiness, as discussed above. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: A Mindfulness-Based Strengths Intervention (MBSI) is more effective than a Mindfulness-Based Intervention (MBI) in promoting employee eudaimonic happiness (Time 8).



Exploring boundary conditions: the moderator effect of baseline wellbeing

Given that Monzani et al. (2021a) randomly assigned participants to their experimental conditions, the assumption is that initial levels of individual differences would also be randomly distributed across conditions. However, it is plausible that even after a random assignment, participants might still vary in their initial levels of less easily observable constructs, such as initial psychological states and psychological wellbeing. Given that both theoretical (Ryan and Deci, 2001) and empirical studies (e.g., Dogan et al., 2013) suggest a connection between psychological wellbeing and happiness (as related constructs), it is plausible that the baseline levels of psychological wellbeing could influence and impact the outcome effects of these interventions on employee happiness.

More precisely, drawing from the meta-analytic findings by Monzani et al. (2021a), it is evident that MBIs are more effective at reducing negative emotional states compared to increasing overall wellbeing in a general context. Concurrently, research suggests that character strengths interventions alone have a strong positive impact on psychological wellbeing compared to other positive interventions in work contexts (see Donaldson et al., 2019) such as work-life balance initiatives, positive feedback and recognition, training in emotional intelligence, or social support programs.

The MBSI, which integrates character development alongside mindfulness, might not yield significant additional or incremental effects on related constructs, such as employee eudaimonic happiness, particularly if employees already experience high levels of psychological wellbeing (i.e., a ceiling effect; Vogt, 2005). A ceiling effect would suggest then that an MBSI might be more efficient in promoting employee happiness for those employees with lower levels of baseline wellbeing. As character strength use becomes a habit of being, it facilitates cultivating improved relationships with others and attaining a newfound sense of self-mastery, autonomy, and so forth. Engaging in the concurrent development of one's character alongside mindfulness offers individuals with low-baseline wellbeing a pathway to cultivate eudaimonic happiness. This process involves a deliberate focus on bridging the gap between their current state of functioning and an ideal state of optimal performance and fulfillment within their work. This expectation stems from the notion that mindfulness can enhance an individual's experiential awareness of their current levels of psychological wellbeing, enabling individuals to gain a higher awareness and appreciation of the goodness within and around them. In that sense, MBIs amplify the consciousness recognition of the positive facets of psychological wellbeing that individuals are already experiencing. We therefore formulate the following exploratory hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Employees' initial psychological wellbeing levels (Time 1) moderates the incremental effect of an MBSI over an MBI on employee happiness (Time 8).



Materials and methods


Sample

We conducted a secondary analysis of an existing dataset utilized in the study by Monzani et al. (2021a). Since the present study utilized an existing dataset, the following description refers to the sampling design of the original Monzani et al. (2021a) study. The Monzani et al. (2021a) study involved 35 healthcare professionals from a healthcare organization in Barcelona, Spain.

The MBSI group comprised of 16 women and two men aged 18 to 33 (M = 23.72; SD = 5.17). The MBI group comprised of 16 women and one man, aged 17 to 40 years old (M = 23.58; SD = 7.34). The MBI group participated in mindfulness meditation activities concurrently for the same duration and number of weeks as the MBSI group (8 weeks). Specifically, the MBI group did not partake in activities designed to target and enhance the utilization and understanding of character strengths. The employed dataset is accessible on the Open Science Framework website under the following link: https://osf.io/q3phb/?view_only=6855880e05b7416db96eb3220892d104.



Procedure

Given that the present work is a secondary analysis of a publicly available dataset, we only summarize the field experiment's procedure (for a full description, see Monzani et al., 2021a). Before the study began, participants were randomly assigned to the MBSI or MBI group. Similarly, before and after the sessions (Time 1 and Time 8, respectively), all participants were asked to complete self-report measures to capture any score variation. However, only the MBSI group participated in the character strength activities (see Table 1), which lasted 8 weeks (one session per week, for a total of eight sessions) and each session lasted 75 min (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Comparative table for mindfulness-based intervention and mindfulness-based strengths intervention field experiment conditions.
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As shown in Table 1, the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson et al., 2005) self-assessment tool was used to rank participants' character strengths, providing insights into their top strengths, personal qualities, and virtues. In contrast, the MBI group only participated in mindfulness-based activities.

Monzani et al. (2021a) did not have a “pure” control group (i.e., “no-treatment”). That is, an MBI group was preferred to a pure control group approach to avoid the wait-list effect (Hesser et al., 2011), which refers to potential changes in participants' behavior or outcomes while they are in a control group awaiting an intervention, which they know they will receive.



Measures
 
Psychological need satisfaction

The Need Satisfaction scale (La Guardia et al., 2000) includes three items for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, respectively, with total need satisfaction assessed as the average of the nine items. This measure is well-suited for a work context as it assessed the fulfillment of basic psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—which are critical for employee motivation and wellbeing in organizational settings (Deci and Ryan, 2000) and have been linked to enhancing job satisfaction, performance, and reduced turnover (Van den Broeck et al., 2010).

Participants were asked to evaluate the extent to which their fundamental needs are fulfilled in the presence of specific target figures, such as their parents, romantic partner, best friend, roommate, and significant adult. This measure uses a 7-point Likert scale, where higher responses indicate a greater degree to which their psychological, emotional, and social needs are satisfied. Cronbach's alpha was α =0.85 for Time 1.



Positive affect

Ten items from the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) scale developed by Watson et al. (1988) were used to assess positive affect. This scale comprises various descriptors of emotions and feelings, allowing participants to indicate the intensity of their positive emotional experiences. Participants matched their feelings to the words using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “Very slightly or Not at All” to 5 = “Extremely”. Some sample items are “Hopeful” and “Excited”. Cronbach's alpha was α = 0.92 for Time 1.



Psychological unrest

The CORE-OM scale, Spanish version (Evans et al., 2002; Feixas et al., 2012) captured the dis-pleasurable facet of hedonic wellbeing. This scale describes the influence of feelings and emotions on daily functioning. Sample items are “Tension and anxiety have prevented me from doing important things” or “I have felt terribly alone and isolated”. Scores ranged from 1 = “not at all” to 5 = “most or all the time”. Cronbach's alpha was α = 0.92 for Time 1.



Psychological wellbeing (Spanish version)

To measure eudaimonic wellbeing, Díaz et al.'s (2006) Spanish version of the Ryff Psychological Wellbeing scale (Ryff and Keyes, 1995) was used. This scale comprehensively assesses an individual's psychological functioning across six dimensions, offering valuable insights into overall wellbeing (self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth). It consists of a total of 29 items, scored on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly disagree” to 6 = “Strongly agree”). Given our small sample size, we aggregated the different facets of wellbeing into a single indicator. Little et al. (2002) argue that parceling is justified when the factorial structure of a scale has been established. Cronbach's alpha was α = 0.82 for Time 1.



Employee happiness

We used three items from the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999). This scale consists of four items, with respondents providing ratings on a 7-point Likert scale. The first item was “In general, I consider myself...,” and the response scale ranged from 1 = “Not a very happy person” to 7 = “A very happy person”. The second item was “Compared with most of my peers, I consider myself…” and the response scale for this item ranged from 1 = “less happy” to 7 = “happier”. The third item was “Some people are generally very happy. They enjoy life regardless of what is going on, getting the most out of everything. To what extent does this characterization describe you?” and it ranged from 1 = “not at all” to 7 = “a great deal”. Cronbach's alpha was α = 0.83 for Time 1 and α =0.88 for Time 8.




Data analysis

We began by assessing the simple associations between our variables, which allowed us to assess how related (or not) our constructs were to each other. Therefore, we used simple Pearson correlations between all our variables of interest. This included participant's age and intervention group (dummy-coded: 0 = MBI; 1 = MBSI); initial measures for psychological wellbeing, needs satisfaction, positive affect, psychological unrest, and subjective happiness (i.e., at Time 1); and a final measure for subjective happiness (i.e., at Time 8).

To test our hypotheses, we employed a multivariate hierarchical regression for the interactive effect of mindfulness-based intervention type and employees' initial levels of psychological wellbeing (Time 1) on employees' happiness (Time 8). We began by adding age and all baseline measures (Time 1): subjective happiness, need satisfaction, psychological unrest, and positive affect. Next, we added individual terms for the dummy-coded intervention group and psychological wellbeing (Time 1). Lastly, an interaction term was added for our intervention group and psychological wellbeing (Time 1). Dawson's (2013) guidelines were used for conducting simple slopes analysis.




Results

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and Pearson's bivariate correlations for all variables in our study. As expected, psychological wellbeing was positively correlated with both needs satisfaction and positive affect (all at Time 1), while participants' age negatively correlated with their final levels of subjective happiness (Time 8). The absence of other significant correlations might suggest the presence of potential interactive effects between the constructs (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and Pearson's bivariate correlations for all variables.
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The regression coefficients in Table 3, alongside Figure 1, show how the initial levels of psychological wellbeing (Time 1) moderated the incremental effect of an MBSI intervention type (over an MBI) on employee happiness (Time 8). Simple slope analyses revealed a statistically significant slope for the MBSI intervention [β = −1.16, t(1, 27) = −3.09, p < 0.001]. In contrast, the slope for the MBI intervention was non-significant [β = 0.75, t(1, 27) = 0.75, p = 0.41; see upper panel of Figure 1]. This finding indicates that the effect of the MBSI intervention was substantially stronger in those participants with low initial levels of psychological wellbeing compared to those with high levels. There were no observable differences in employee happiness scores between intervention types when initial levels of psychological wellbeing were high (+1SD; see Figure 1). Our results do not support Hypothesis 1 but support Hypothesis 2.


TABLE 3 Multivariate hierarchical regression for the interactive effect of mindfulness-based intervention type and employees' initial levels of psychological wellbeing (time 1) on employees' happiness (time 8).
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FIGURE 1
 Interaction effect between intervention group and baseline levels of psychological wellbeing (Time 1) on employee happiness (Time 8).




Discussion

The present study assesses the effectiveness of two interventions on employee happiness. In the present study, happiness is understood as a personal attribute rather than a distinct psychological state separate from subjective wellbeing (Raibley, 2012). Our study offers a modest yet valuable empirical contribution to the literature on workplace wellbeing, particularly by exploring this question within a sample of healthcare professionals who must navigate high-stress work environments. Our study's relevance to workplace wellbeing is captured in the logic of the “happy-productive worker” hypothesis (Peiró et al., 2019).

We conducted a secondary analysis of a publicly available dataset to untangle the effects of positive interventions on employee happiness at different degrees of psychological wellbeing. More precisely, this dataset was utilized to examine the effectiveness of a MBSI in promoting employee wellbeing compared to a standard MBI. The longitudinal design of this field experiment allowed us to unpack if this type of intervention could explain changes in employee happiness, after isolating the effect of other related constructs. Interestingly, our results did not indicate a direct effect of the MBSI intervention on the change in employee happiness across time (Hypothesis 1).

Instead, we found that the predicted effect of the MBSI was contingent on the initial levels of psychological wellbeing (Hypothesis 2). Psychological wellbeing is a well-established measure of eudaimonic wellbeing, sometimes equated to happiness in the positive psychology literature (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Huta and Waterman, 2014). A finding that might be of interest to positive organizational scholars is that these results hold after controlling for initial levels of psychological needs satisfaction (Ryan and Deci, 2000), initial happiness levels, positive affect, psychological unrest, and participants' age, highlighting the nuanced relationship between participants' initial baseline levels of psychological wellbeing and the impact of these interventions. We discuss implications for theory and practice in the following sections.


Theoretical implications

Our study provides a modest yet meaningful contribution to the theoretical conversation on employee wellbeing and happiness (Huta and Ryan, 2010; Huta and Waterman, 2014). First, the results from our study contribute to expanding the nomological network of Lyubomirsky's (2007) happiness construct, by studying what increases happiness in work settings. Our results support the perspective that distinguishes happiness (at work) from (employee) wellbeing. Thus, as suggested in our earlier theorizing (Raibley, 2012), these constructs should not be used interchangeably in work settings. To the extent of our knowledge, our study is novel in that it is the first to benchmark how a MBSI influences employee happiness against a well-established MBI, after isolating the effect of other constructs that have been conceptually and empirically related to employee happiness.

Second, our findings provide a contribution that complements existing frameworks of mindfulness at work (Good et al., 2016). Good et al.'s (2016) framework organizes prior studies in work settings. These reviewed studies seem to have focused more deeply on the instrumental value of mindfulness, rather than its inherent spiritual value as millenary practice. In other words, these studies appear to portray mindfulness as a “tool” that can enhance individual performance, that is, the “productive” side of the “happy-productive worker” hypothesis. Our findings help to flip the script by showing that an enriched mindfulness program affects the “happy” side of the “happy-productive worker” equation.

Our enriched mindfulness intervention (i.e., the MBSI) has the potential to inform the emerging literature on workplace spirituality (Garg, 2017), and specifically as an intervention that can increase gratitude (Niemiec, 2012, 2022; Chérif et al., 2021). Although in Western cultures the notion of workplace spirituality might be frowned upon by some managers, it is an important aspect of work in other cultures that western cultures could learn from. We agree with Garg et al. (2022), that a happy workforce is an asset, and that “workplace happiness is [or should be] one of the most prized and sought-after goals for any organization” (p. 1). However, we also believe that employing MBIs for the pursuit of happiness through honest work is an inherently valuable endeavor worthy of scholarly attention, beyond its potential contribution to increasing organizational profits. In this regard, as an anonymous reviewer notices, our MSBI showed a clear compensatory effect for those who need it the most, as the improvement in employee happiness occurs in people who have low baseline psychological wellbeing.

The third theoretical insight of our work might inform the job crafting literature (Rudolph et al., 2017). Our results suggest that the habitual practice of mindfulness at work can increase employee functioning to optimal levels (Monzani et al., 2021a) and sustain such enhanced functioning through employee happiness. Incorporating a brief mindful practice when crafting job roles could allow employees to sustain optimal functioning in time. Therefore, future research should explore the synergistic effect of combining job crafting activities by incorporating MBI or MBSI practices and test their effectiveness in eliciting employee wellbeing and happiness.

Our results show that although all participants in the primary study performed similar job activities, the MBSI condition with lower baseline levels of psychological wellbeing (-1SD) reported experiencing even greater happiness by the end of the intervention (i.e., at Time 8) than those in the MBI condition. This finding suggests that when employees experience high levels of employee wellbeing, a ceiling effect to positive interventions on employee happiness might be triggered (for a detailed statistical explanation, see Vogt, 2005). Future studies should theoretically explore the why of this ceiling effect to support this logic further or challenge it with other counterfactual explanations.



Practical implications

This section addresses why organizational leaders and talent managers should prioritize embedding mindfulness character in organizations. First, addressing the apparent shift in employee expectations in a post-pandemic world is imperative. Promoting mental health and wellbeing at work is no longer seen as a work “perk” that separates “great places to work” from “not so great places to work”, but rather, these practices are now considered a baseline expectation. This last point seems particularly true for the new generational cohorts entering the workforce. In other words, although counter-intuitive for some managers, creating a culture of care, rather fostering intra-organizational competition, can be a source of competitive advantage when attempting to attract and retain talent, but more importantly, when attempting to develop talent (Ellis et al., 2024).

Our research has significant practical implications for talent management professionals interested in employing MBIs to promote workplace wellbeing in healthcare settings. The findings indicate that cultivating character alongside mindfulness matters more for fostering employee happiness in individuals experiencing symptoms of reduced wellbeing, such as work distress or burnout. Unfortunately, distress or burnout is extremely common in healthcare contexts, beyond the task-related demands of said work context (Buunk et al., 2010). On the other hand, MBIs and MBSIs were equally effective for healthcare professionals already at high levels of wellbeing despite operating in a highly stressful work context.

However, such organizational practices cannot endure without the support of organizational leaders. It is widely recognized that, for better or for worse, the actions and behaviors of organizational leaders serve as a model for the rest of the organization to emulate. Therefore, as leaders play a key role in shaping positive affective climates within teams and a firm's broader organizational culture (Monzani and Van Dick, 2020), they can support a culture of care if they champion initiatives oriented toward increasing workplace wellbeing and happiness. Finally, to provide a practical contribution for leaders and managers interested in promoting wellbeing and happiness at work, we offer a detailed description of our intervention in Table 1, which human resource and talent managers can easily implement and is, at first glance, more cost-effective than other alternatives.



Limitations

As with any other study, our work is not without limitations. First, although the primary study made a consistent effort to avoid a common source of bias in social sciences (e.g., tested the impact of an exogenous intervention in a field experiment and used a longitudinal design), all constructs in the primary study were self-reported (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Despite the idea that perceptions may be more important than objective data to understand what people feel, think, and do (Wood et al., 2011), future research might want to triangulate self-report data with other methods, such as physiological indicators of wellbeing (e.g., heart-rate variability, sleep pattern analysis, and so forth). Thus, combining self-reports with observational data would be valuable.

Second, this study did not have a pure control condition. This means following employees during the same period and measuring the same constructs. However, given that we conducted a secondary analysis of a publicly available dataset, we could not mitigate this design limitation statistically. Yet, as Monzani et al. (2021a) discuss in their limitations section, the study's field experimental nature prevented these authors from implanting all the controls that would have been available in a laboratory setting (Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 2019). We call for future research that replicates our study to explore if our results generalize to other settings. For example, future research could attempt to replicate ours in larger corporations, with more formalized structures and more complex interpersonal dynamics. Another issue is that most participants were women, the predominant anatomical sex of healthcare professionals in the country where our study was conducted (i.e., Spain). Further, it would be beneficial to utilize interventions with more sessions, a diverse range of activities, and longitudinal (enduring) effects.

Third, the primary study's sample derives from a firm in the healthcare sector and thus, other professions, occupations, or trades were not included, limiting the generalizability of our findings. Similarly, our sample size was lower than if the study was conducted employing primary data. Monzani et al. (2021a) argue that data collection was limited due to situational constraints that impeded further data collection efforts (i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic).

In this regard, an anonymous reviewer argued that the statistical power of this sample is insufficient to detect small effect sizes (e.g., Pearson's correlation or standardized regression coefficients) and thus we cannot adequately reject Hypothesis 1. In other words, we do not know whether there were no overall differences in employee happiness across experimental conditions after the program ended (at Time 8), or if we could not detect it due to lack of statistical power (i.e., a Type II error). That being said, it is also true that while simple correlations provide an initial understanding of the relationships between variables, more advanced techniques like multivariate hierarchical regression can uncover deeper insights, especially when interactions or covariates are considered. Additionally, multivariate analyses often reveal meaningful relationships that may not appear in bivariate correlations due to their ability to account for the shared variance among predictors (Cohen, 1988, 1992).

Therefore, we attempted to mitigate this concern by employing multivariate hierarchical regression, given that it allows to control for confounding variables and explore potential interaction effects that may not be evident in a correlation. This is particularly important in intervention studies where complex relationships exist. Moderation models can provide the utility needed to detect these interactions, while allowing us to understand the nuanced effects of interventions, even when initial correlations are weak or non-significant (Hayes, 2022). As seen in Table 3, post-hoc power analyses revealed that our multivariate regression model did have enough statistical power to detect small effect sizes and provided further information that allowed us to reject Hypothesis 1 with some degree of confidence of not making a Type II error.

Despite these limitations, we anticipate that extended mindfulness and character development programs could potentially stimulate a higher impact on the variables explored in this study, thereby enhancing the effectiveness of the intervention. Implementing a new follow-up evaluation system to assess the sustained effects for several months after the intervention would be beneficial to determine the persistence and long-term efficacy (Seligman et al., 2005). Similarly, future studies should explore whether the MBI program (Mindfulness alone) experiences quicker decay over time compared with the MBSI program (Mindfulness and character strengths).
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Session 1: Introduction Introduction 15 Introduction to Mindfulness. Introduction 15 Introduction to Mindfulness.
to mindfulness-based
interventions

Mindful Breathing 200 Practices: Participants were present and let go of any Mindful Breathing 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the
thought, paying attention only to breathing. MBI group.

Focused 30/ Appreciating the air when inhaling and exhaling, filling | Presentation: Introduction to 30° Participants received a document where their signature

Breathing Exercise: the abdomen and chest to a greater or lesser extent. Character Strengths (VIA) strengths were included, and their 24 strengths were

Upper Torso Participants Survey ranked in order of importance (participants previously

Feedback (VIA-IS) responded to the VIA-IS; Peterson et al., 2005). A
strengths group workshop was conducted to explain the
document.

Action plan for the week | 10" Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 10 Discussion and action plan for between sessions.

Session 2: the 7 attitudes Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15/ Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
of mindfulness between sessions. and character strengths between sessions.

Body scan exercise (see 20 Exercise: the body Scan begins with conscious Body scan exercise 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the

example in Table 2) breathing and gradually directs attention to each part of MBI group.
the body, starting at the head and ending at the feet.

Presentation: 30 Oral presentation about the seven attitudes of Presentation: “Strengths 30" Oral presentation regarding the overuse and underuse

Information about the Mindfulness [Non-judgment, patience, beginner’s in Balance”: Information on overuse of character strengths and delivery of a document with

seven attitudes mind, trust, non-striving, acceptance, and letting go and underuse of character strengths the overuse and underuse of their signature strengths.

of Mindfulness based on Kabat-Zinn (1982)]. (Freidlin et al., 2017). Exercise on past experiences (see
Table 2).
Action plan for the week | 10/ Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 10 Discussion and action plan for between sessions.
Session 3: mindful Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15’ Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
relations between sessions. and character strengths between sessions.

Mindful hug exercise 20 Practice: Embracing a colleague and hugging each Mindful hug exercise 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the
other, observing their thoughts, as well as their own MBI group.
body and partner’s response.

Mindful relations 30 Introduction to mindfulness in pairs as a tool 360 VIA exercise; 30 Each participant sat in a chair in the middle of the

exercise for self-development. small-group exercise Peers’ room while the remaining participants indicated one of
Participants were asked to discuss in pairs how their strength-based feedback their character strengths.
actions impacted the other person. This exercise involved providing examples that

participants recorded in a “strengths diary” over the
past week about how this person had used such
strengths (Lottman et al,, 2017).
Action plan for the week | 10" Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 100 Discussion and action plan for between sessions
Session 4: sharpening the | Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness.
senses. between sessions. and character strengths between sessions.

Mindful smelling 200 Mindfully smelling the scents around them and Mindful smelling 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the
reaching for them with their awareness. Closing their MBI group.
eyes and fixing their attention fully, letting out the
thoughts that go through their head (e.g., past, future).

Sharpening the senses 30 Group conversation about the benefits of sharpening Super strengths module 1: 30° The strength of “Curiosity” refers to taking an interest
the senses as a pathway of experiential processing. Curiosity small-group dynamic in ongoing experiences for their own sake, exploring

Ludic activities and discovering.
Participants learned and improved their curiosity by
actively exploring their workspace to find clues
necessary to gain points and win the different games
within different game activities.

Action plan for the week | 10’ Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 100 Discussion and action plan for between sessions.

Session 5: Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
Mindful Exploration between sessions and character strengths between sessions.

Guided meditation: 200 Participants scanned their psychological strengths, Guided meditation: psychological 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the

psychological strengths following the same logic as the body scan activity. strengths MBI group.

Walking 30 Participants performed physical activities that involved Super strengths module 2: Zest 30" The character strength of Zest captures behaviors and

meditation exercise going outside their office (Physical activity; Lambert Small-group dynamic: states related to approaching life with excitement and

o Yoga-Based activity ctal, 2011) and guided yoga exercises Kabat-Zinn o Yoga-based activity energy, feeling alive and activated.

® Physical activity (1982). A walking meditation acted as a metaphor for ® Physical activity In addition to activities of the MBI condition,

o Walking outside exploring one’s inner world. o Inspirational storytelling participants conducted various exercises aimed at

the workspace As participants walked around, they were asked to be boosting their energy and vitality.
mindful of their surroundings and to notice even the For example, ask everyone to share with the group their
little details around them. most fulfilling work experience over the past week
(Inspirational Storytelling).
Action plan for the week | 10 Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 10/ Discussion and action plan for between sessions.
Session 6: Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
Breathing Space between sessions. and character strengths between sessions.

Mindful breathing 20 Practices: Participants were present and let go of any Mindful breathing exercise 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the

exercise thought, paying attention only to breathing. MBI group.

Guided conversation: 30 Participants were asked to tune in mentally with a Super strengths module 3: love 30" The character strength of “Love” refers to attitudes such

breathing space significant other and recall an experience of deep Small-group dynamic: positive as valuing close relations with others, in which sharing
connection with this special person. attribute appraisal and caring are mutually reciprocated.

One participant sat in the middle of the group, and the
rest of the group practiced loving kindness meditation
by breathing deeply and visualizing all the positive
attributes of the person sitting in the middle following
guided instructions; at the end, they expressed those
positive attributes to their work colleagues.

Action plan for the week | 10/ Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan for the week 10 Discussion and action plan for between sessions.

Session 7: mindful Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ Feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
branding between sessions. and character strengths between sessions.

Guided meditation: 20 Participants were asked to breathe mindfully and to Guided meditation: reflecting on 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the

reflecting on acceptance connect deeply with their present selves. acceptance MBI group.

Activity: 30 Participants were asked to concentrate on their Super strengths module 4: 30 The strength of “Gratitude” refers to being aware of and

mindful branding breathing, direct their mindful attention toward their Gratitude; small-group Dynamic: thankful for the good things that happen taking time to

individual exercise: open present selves and discover things for which they open letter to other express thanks.

letter to self were grateful. Participants developed the strength of gratitude
Immediately after, the participants engaged in mindful through the exercise of writing a brief letter to a
branding, that is, discovering the unique qualities of colleague for whom they were especially grateful and
their personal brand and writing a letter to themselves whom they had not properly thanked. At the end of the
explaining such qualities. exercise, each person had to read aloud the gratitude

letter and deliver it to the recipient.

Action Plan 10 Discussion and action plan for between sessions. Action plan 100 Discussion and action plan for between sessions.

Session 8: mindful living | Participants’ feedback 15 Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness Participants’ feedback 15’ Feedback discussion about the exercise of mindfulness
between sessions and character strengths between sessions.

Guided meditation: 20 Directing attention to the benefits of focusing on Guided meditation: envisioning 20 Participants conducted the same exercise as those in the

envisioning the future possible futures and especially desired ones. the future MBI group.

Mindful living exercise 30 Participants were asked to mindfully share with the Super Strengths Module 5: Hope 30" The strength of “Hope” captures positive expectations
group how they had been bringing awareness to their o Individual work about the future, optimistic thinking, and focusing on
use of mindfulness in their everyday routines, e Appreciative Inquiry good things to come. Participants were asked to
considering all the many ways mindfulness can mindfully share with the group how they had been
improve their lives. bringing awareness to their use of the strength of hope

in their everyday routines, considering all the many
ways in which using their character strength mindfully
can improve their lives.

Intervention wrap-up 10 Final discussion and setting of short-term goals to put Intervention wrap-up 10’ Final discussion and setting of short-term goals to put

into practice soon what they have learned about
mindfulness and its exercise at work.

into practice soon what they have learned about
character strengths and mindfulness and the use of it at
work.
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