Who are the Happiest Workers?
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There may not be such a thing as the perfect job, yet a surprising number of Americans are satisfied with their job, whether due to their profession or their workplace. In fact, many workers love their jobs despite (and sometimes because of) the challenges they face every day. Here we look at some of the common characteristics shared by happy employees and the factors that influence worker satisfaction.

Work can be a struggle, but that doesn't mean it should make us unhappy. In fact, many employees love their jobs despite the difficulties they face at work, and although everyone experiences a bad day from time to time, happy workers are able to overcome these temporary setbacks and enjoy their position. Moreover, positive feelings about work are becoming increasingly important in the business world.

"With companies struggling to survive in a competitive economy, and engaged in a war for talent, the problems of recruitment, retention and employee engagement of productive employees are critical," Psychology Today's Wired for Success blog explains. "No less critical is the recognition that a happy workplace can have a significant impact on business results and success."

In a Gallup survey last year, 48 percent of workers in the United States reported being "completely satisfied" with their job, slightly below the 50 percent who said the same in 2009 but above the 39 percent to 43 percent readings in most years between 2001 and 2006. As a whole, U.S. workers have generally become happier with their jobs over the past decade.

So what are the reasons for happiness at work, and how can we use them to learn to take pleasure in our jobs? Gallup found that the most satisfying factors at work are physical safety (78 percent), relations with coworkers (70 percent), schedule flexibility (64 percent), vacation time (60 percent), relations with a boss (58 percent), workload (55 percent), job security (51 percent) and recognition for accomplishments (49 percent). 

Since 2001, worker satisfaction ratings have particularly increased for physical safety conditions (+13 percent), work recognition (+10 percent), vacation time (+8 percent), workload (+8 percent) and chances for promotion (+8 percent). The only satisfaction factor that has decreased since 2001 is job security, which fell 3 percentage points, while stress continues to be a major factor in dissatisfaction.

"Stress has consistently ranked near the bottom in Gallup's annual worker satisfaction ratings, trading off with pay for last place," Gallup reports. "The potentially good news offsetting this is that workers continue to be largely content with their bosses, and with their coworker relations."

Apart from the individual factors influencing worker satisfaction, happiness levels also vary between job roles and industries. A separate Gallup survey found that business owners ranked highest on the well-being index, with a reading of 73.3 in 2010. In addition, 94.2 percent of business owners reported being satisfied with their work.

"Despite the inherent challenges of owning one's own business, the opportunity to choose a vocation that is optimally aligned with the worker's natural talent is likely a key factor in these results," Gallup explains. "Clerical workers have the lowest score on being able to use their strengths at work, while those in manufacturing have the lowest job satisfaction score."

Oddly enough, higher earnings do not necessarily result in greater happiness among workers. According to Newsweek, research indicates that happiness increases dramatically when someone moves from poverty into the middle class, but salary increases past that point often have little to no effect on a person's happiness level. However, there is still a strong connection between wealth and happiness.

"Curiously, although money doesn't buy happiness, happiness can buy money," Newsweek explains. "Young people who describe themselves as happy typically earn higher incomes, years later, than those who said they were unhappy. It seems that a sense of well-being can make you more productive and more likely to show initiative and other traits that lead to a higher income."

If happiness boosts earnings, how can we boost happiness? While there are several measures that can be taken to increase happiness, unfortunately, one of the major factors influencing it is out of our control.

"The best predictor of job satisfaction is age," Tom W. Smith, head of the polling center at the University of Chicago, tells the Washington Post. "[P]eople in their 50s are usually the most gratified by their work, as they have found a field they do well in, been promoted and are given a degree of autonomy on the job."

Autonomy is a crucial component in work-related happiness because it allows us to decide how we want to apportion our time, making our work feel more meaningful. Work-life balance blog Study Hacks identifies two additional components: competence, which enables a worker to attain the outcomes he or she desires from work; and relatedness, which refers to a feeling of connection with others in the organization. Balancing these three elements is at the core of being happy with one's job.

"This explains, for example, why there are so many CEOs in the world who are excellent at what they do, but also stressed, anxious and unhappy," Study Hacks says. "They generated career capital by becoming excellent at management, but instead of cashing it in to satisfy the needs that we know would make them happy, they instead bartered for increased prestige and income. The strict demands of the job sap their feeling of autonomy, while their sense of relatedness dissipates with the late-night work binges."

The ability to transform work responsibilities into sources of happiness can be a vital asset to a line worker, a manager and the business as a whole. According to Forbes' CSR Blog, "Studies show that positive employees outperform negative employees in terms of productivity, sales, energy levels, turnover rates and health care costs." In addition, "optimistic sales people outperform their pessimistic counterparts by up to 37 percent. People who expressed more positive emotions while negotiating business deals did so more effectively and successfully than those who were more neutral or negative."

This means that the tangible elements of generating happiness — autonomy, competence and worker relations — should also be business priorities. When workers enjoy their jobs, they have a tendency to work harder, be more productive, generate more revenue for their organization and earn more over the course of their careers.

