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I would like to dedicate this book to my partner, Liz, and  
our amazing children, Izzy and Fred. Our children challenge  

us every day in so many beautiful ways.

The tears, the laughter. The ups, the downs.

All of it.

I hope that years from now, when Izzy and Fred are adults, they will 
read the words on this page and think to themselves:

“Maybe he wasn’t actually that embarrassing after all?!”
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For this relationship to work, it needs to be a partnership and 
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As founders we don’t get things right all the time and we are 
far from perfect. I often reflect in these retros on moments and 
situations as an employer that I wish had gone better from the 
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every Friday on insight that he has learnt from working with 
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It’s been seven years since I joined The Happiness Index, which 
at the time was just a start-up. I was the first employee—or 001, 
the tongue-in-cheek name I gave myself! Since then the 
company has grown to help organizations measure their culture 
in over a hundred countries.

It may sound cliché, but it really has been a roller coaster of a 
journey! It’s quite unusual for a millennial to remain with a 
company for as long as I have, but the reason for working here 
is purpose-driven. It has been a passion of mine to help people. 
When I was younger this was done via charity events or helping 
communities, but I never felt that was enough.

It hadn’t occurred to me that I could do this on a larger scale, 
until an opportunity to work at The Happiness Index arose, 
helping organizations to look after their employees.

I’d experienced working for other organizations that weren’t 
people focused and—in each role—within six months I had my 
eye on the door. Those experiences helped me to understand 
some of the reasons why it’s crucial to look after your people 
and give them a voice. This was a significant driver for me to 
enable this within other organizations.

I don’t want other employees to be deeply unhappy at work 
like I was. I want them to thrive and bring the best version of 
themselves to work because it’s only through doing this that 
they’ll flourish.

Foreword
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When I tell people I work at The Happiness Index, people 
assume I’m always happy, but as you’ll see from the data in this 
book, it’s impossible to be happy 100% of the time.

There will always be peaks and troughs, and it’s in those troughs 
that you learn and grow. That collective intelligence is what 
informs the direction our customers strive toward, and the 
changes that need to be made to create a happy, engaged, and 
successful organization.

During my time here, I’ve worked with a diverse range of 
organizations of varying sizes and industries. We have found 
that it’s common for companies to have some of the same 
issues, irrespective of size or industry. But what is most 
important is ensuring that well-informed actions are taken to 
improve employee experience.
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This is something we do internally at The Happiness Index, as 
well as with our customers—and there is nothing better than 
seeing employee engagement and happiness increase!

I have seen first-hand that being happy at work not only helps 
improve team performance, but on a personal level can radically 
transform your entire life in so many positive ways.

I’m excited about the future and to be able to share what we’ve 
learned from our neuroscience-designed platform in this book. 
Not only will it help you improve the happiness and engagement 
of your employees, but it will also increase your organization’s 
chance of success.

This book will explore the different themes that make up our 
vision, “Freedom to be Human,” something that I am passionate 
about and that drives me daily.

I feel very lucky to work for a company actively practicing this 
ethos, because it allows my colleagues and me to bring our 
true selves to work every day. This empowers me to be authentic 
in each aspect of my role, which I believe comes across when 
working with colleagues and clients. It creates a culture of 
openness and encourages a diversity of opinions within 
the business.

Personally, this allows me to work in a way that works for me. 
Having flexibility in the way I work is crucial to my happiness 
and well-being. I’m able to speak up and drive change where  
I see fit, and the flat structure allows for collaboration across 
the business.
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I hope you enjoy this book, written by Matt Phelan, one of the 
co-founders of The Happiness Index. He’s a great manager and 
an inspiring leader!

I will now hand over to Matt to share what we have learned 
along the way.

—Roma Varma, Employee 001 at The Happiness Index
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Today’s emotions = Tomorrow’s performance

Imagine for a moment we stopped seeing our emotions as 
weakness or simply something we need to control. What if 

every emotion you are currently feeling as you read these 
words on this page is intelligence to help you navigate life?

What would happen if we stopped ignoring this internal 
intelligence system that has evolved over thousands of years to 
help us grow?

Hello, and welcome to my new book! This book will explain 
how today’s emotions are tomorrow’s performance.

Before I introduce myself, I thought it would be useful to share 
a simple four-step guide for your journey through the book.

Guide 1: The Starting Point
We all need to face some key truths before we’re able to make 
real change:

●● Every organization in the world has unhappy employees.
●● Every single human being has happiness levels that 
fluctuate.

●● No company will ever have happy employees all the time.
●● It is not healthy or realistic for human beings to be happy 
all the time.

Guide 2: Toxic Positivity and Perfection
This book is not about toxic positivity, perfection, or shoving 
happiness memes or tropes down your throat until you believe 
them. You can’t simply “think” yourself into happiness. A 
positive outlook in life is a handy tool—research proves how 
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handy it is. However, this is not a positive psychology book. 
There are already loads of them (of varying quality).

The Happiness Index is not called The “High” Happiness Index 
for a reason. It is called an index because information from the 
highs and lows is equally important.

I have never met a perfect company or a leader who makes 
100% spot-on decisions all the time. There is no one-size-fits-all 
strategy for a thriving culture, but there is data and insight that 
can help guide us all.

Our organization—The Happiness Index—and our customers 
struggle with all the factors we discuss in this book just as 
much as everyone else. However, having the data and insight  
I am about to share as a guiding light helps us improve our 
decision-making.

As a reader myself, when I pick up a book, I hope I’ll learn the 
one perfect answer that I can take away and apply to my 
organization. Unfortunately, the world doesn’t work like that. 
Like you, we at The Happiness Index don’t get it right all the 
time, but we are able to make more informed decisions due 
to our data.

The starting point is that we must embrace all our feelings and 
thoughts to thrive.

Guide 3: Use-By Date
This book is about understanding the latest science, data, and 
research that drives employee engagement and happiness in 
the workplace so organizations can create the conditions for 
their employees to thrive and therefore their organizations 
to succeed.



	 Introduction	 5

The Happiness Index has measured the happiness levels of 
over two million human beings. However, the minute we 
collected that data it was out of date. That doesn’t mean we 
can’t learn from that data, but no data set that complex is ever 
going to be simple.

People love data because it can be used as fact. I don’t see data 
as fact. I simply see it as what happened in one moment in 
time. Please use the data and research in this book to “make 
better decisions” not to “make decisions.” Data is there to inform 
and help guide us.

Guide 4: Creating a Thriving Culture Takes Hard Work
There is no simple shortcut to a thriving culture. Employee 
happiness is a two-way street—it requires employees and 
organizations to contribute for it to work.

This book is for organizations that want to stop just saying their 
“people are their greatest asset” and start proving it. This book 
aims to give you a starting point and help guide you when 
creating a thriving workplace culture.

With those four guiding points established, let’s all take a deep 
breath and relax into the book.

MY NAME IS MATT
Although this is my second book (my other book is Freedom 
to Be Happy: The Business Case for Happiness), I don’t really 
see myself as an author. Although the words you are reading 
right now are written by me to you, the reader, I primarily see 
my role as your guide to help navigate what we have learned.

This book showcases amazing scientists, HR professionals, 
CEOs, professors, data scientists, practitioners, and storytellers, 


