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Abstract 

Over the past decade, societal happiness has increasingly been considered important to public 

policy initiatives globally, supported by interdisciplinary scholarly efforts spanning the social 

sciences, economics, and public health. Curiously, despite for-profit corporations being core 

social institutions of modern societies, scant attention has been given to the social role and 

responsibilities of corporations in relation to societal happiness. In this article, we review and 

integrate research from positive psychology and related disciplines to examine happiness as a 

social outcome of corporate activity. We propose that corporations have a social 

responsibility to respect, preserve, and advance people’s right to, and experience of, happiness 

– which we term CSR for Happiness. Within the existing literature, stakeholder happiness has 

generally been narrowly conceptualized in hedonic terms and has failed to consider the 

broader impacts of corporate activities on societal happiness. Drawing on advances in 

psychological theory and research, we provide a holistic conceptualization of happiness, 

which includes objective, subjective, hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions of happiness. We 

offer an integrative conceptual framework, which includes the macro-to-micro and micro-to-

macro pathways through which corporations directly and indirectly impact upon societal 

happiness. Finally, we consider implications of happiness research for the intersections of 

business and society.   

 

 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility (CSR), societal happiness, positive psychology, 

subjective wellbeing, stakeholder happiness 
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CSR for Happiness: Corporate Determinants of Societal Happiness as  

Social Responsibility 

Happiness—defined here as a subjective state in which people feel good and function 

well (Organization for Economic Co-Operation and development [OECD], 2013)—has 

garnered significant scholarly and public policy interest in recent years, as the limitations of 

exclusively using economic metrics to assess social welfare have become clear (Diener, 2006; 

Jones et al., 2016). Discourse has led governments in over 40 countries and intergovernmental 

agencies such as the OECD, the United Nations (UN) and the World Health Organization 

(WHO) to consider happiness as an important societal outcome that should be directly 

monitored and enhanced (Diener & Seligman, 2018; Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, 2009). Recent 

reorientations of public policy focus to encompass measures of societal happiness coincide 

with calls by organizational scholars to widen conventional notions of social welfare beyond 

economic welfare alone (Mitchell, Weaver, Agle, Bailey, & Carlson, 2016). However, while 

the social sciences, public health, and economics have been at the vanguard of scholarly and 

policy debates on societal happiness, organizational scholars have, to date, only weighed in 

from the fringes (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2011).  

Within this macro context, we believe that organizational scholars can meaningfully 

intersect with and contribute to extant interdisciplinary scholarship and public policy 

discourse by exploring and examining the outcomes of various corporate determinants of 

societal happiness. All legal forms of social institutions (e.g., public, non-for-profit, media, 

business of government) have the potential to shape societal happiness. In this article, we 

specifically focus on the contributions of proprietary for-profit corporations to societal 

happiness.  Corporations are pervasive social institutions and what they do and how they 

engage with people within the communities in which they operate inevitably contribute to 

how the general public feels and functions.  As observed by Harrison and Wicks (2013, p. 
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113), “happiness is just as important to a supplier or customer as it is to an employee.” Given 

the embeddedness of corporations in daily life, notions of CSR need to broadly encompass the 

dynamic ways in which corporations impact upon human development and the quality of life 

of societal constituents (Renouard & Ezvan, 2018). We suggest that societal happiness is 

relevant to organizational scholars, business practitioners, and society at large, as it is 

something that is universally valued, impacts upon numerous socially valued outcomes, and is 

ethically imperative. 

We contend that corporations have a social responsibility to respect, preserve, and 

advance people’s right to, and experience of, happiness, which we call CSR for Happiness. 

While we recognize that organizational researchers have made great strides in the study of 

happiness within intra-organizational contexts (cf. Fisher, 2010), less attention has been given 

to the boundary- and level-spanning effects of corporate activities on the happiness of society 

overall. Notably, important work on stakeholder happiness by Harrison and Wicks (2013) and 

Jones and Felps (2013a) have leveraged happiness concepts to offer new insights on how 

stakeholders’ appropriate value and how organizations might manage value creation. 

However, we argue that while stakeholder happiness is managerially useful, existing concepts 

of stakeholder happiness are narrowly conceptualized in hedonic terms and are primarily 

concerned with enhancing instrumental outcomes for firms. CSR research has tended to 

overuse corporate financial performance (CFP) as the dominant rationale for legitimatizing 

corporate social initiatives, which has constrained intellectual imagination and insights around 

the dynamic relationships between corporations and society (Margolis & Walsh, 2003). As 

such, we question the adequacy of the stakeholder happiness concept for understanding the 

breadth and reach of corporations in shaping societal happiness. Drawing on theory and 

research stemming from the psychological sciences, we offer a more holistic 
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conceptualization of happiness to demonstrate how corporate effects on objective societal 

conditions might cascade to subjective happiness outcomes at the individual level. 

We propose CSR for Happiness as a new concept that gives primacy to the interests of 

society and aims to expand the boundaries of CSR scholarship to include activities that 

directly benefit the happiness of societal constituents. We aim to provide an expansive 

perspective and richer understanding of happiness at the interface of business and society that 

has not previously been addressed in the literature.  We examine how corporate interactions 

with society at the individual level might translate to improvements in objective societal 

conditions. In doing so, we highlight the conceptual limitations of stakeholder happiness and 

demonstrate the relevance of societal happiness as a CSR concern.  

Importantly, while it is conceivable that there is a link between CSR for Happiness and 

firm performance, we suggest, along with numerous other scholars (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 

2018; Waddock, 2014), that happiness is a valuable outcome in and of itself, not as a means 

to a financial end. Rather, this article serves as a springboard for an alternative scholarly 

agenda on societal happiness whereby instrumental societal outcome serves as the generative 

core of the CSR for Happiness concept.  

We begin by unpacking the holistic conceptualizations of happiness that have arisen over 

the past several decades across a range of disciplines, which extends far beyond the common 

hedonic-focused conceptualizations of happiness that appear in the extant stakeholder 

happiness literature. We situate stakeholder happiness within this discourse and reveal its 

limitations for directly addressing societal happiness. We review numerous individual- and 

societal-level benefits of happiness and provide a more nuanced explanation of the conceptual 

features of happiness. Next, we articulate the need for CSR for Happiness and highlight how 

it addresses the insufficiencies of stakeholder happiness by identifying societal benefit as the 

primary concern. Specifically, we incorporate research on the various benefits of happiness to 
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demonstrate the dynamic micro-to-macro and macro-to-micro pathways in which 

corporations affect the various dimensions of happiness. We conclude with an integrative 

conceptual framework for CSR for Happiness and discuss its implications for practice and 

research.  

CONCEPTUALIZING HAPPINESS HOLISTICALLY 

‘Happiness’ is an abstract and complex phenomenon that is perceived differently across 

cultures, and historical contexts (Oishi, Graham, Kesebir, & Galinha, 2013), yet it is also 

something that is generally universally desired by individuals and societies. Many Western 

governments are founded in part on the utilitarian object of providing the greatest happiness 

to the greatest number of people (Duncan, 2010). Indeed, intellectual and philosophical 

endeavors to understand the nature and cultivation of happiness date back to antiquity and 

remains a focal topic of contemporary philosophical and scientific inquiry (Haidt, 2006). 

Depending on one’s ethical philosophical allegiance, the nature of happiness can be argued as 

comprising of pleasurable experiences (e.g., Benthanism), living virtuously (e.g., virtue 

ethics), or a combination of the two. Here we use the term ‘happiness’ to describe feeling and 

functioning well across various domains of life. Others have labelled this concept as 

“wellbeing,” “flourishing”, “thriving”, or “optimal functioning”, with little consistency or 

consensus within or across fields (Kern et al., in press). Across history, philosophers of 

various traditions have questioned the nature of and pathways to happiness, with little 

reconciliation (Kern et al., in press; Kesebir & Diener, 2008). It is beyond the scope of this 

article to review the philosophical landscape, advance a particular philosophical position, or 

identify distinctive terms. Instead, we predominantly draw on conceptualizations of happiness 

from the behavioral and social sciences, with a particular focus on the positive psychology 

perspective. We opt to use the term “happiness”, except when specifically quoting others. 
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In recent decades, interdisciplinary scholarship spanning psychology, medicine, public 

health, and economics have offered rich conceptualizations and important empirical insights 

on happiness that have informed public policy considerations to measure and enhance societal 

happiness (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2018; Diener & Seligman, 2018). Organizational 

research has generally applied an intra-organizational lens, focusing on the happiness of 

employees and the organizations they are a part of (Fisher, 2010), rather than considering 

broader notions of how organizations impact upon the happiness of people beyond the firm 

(Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2011).  

Albeit incomplete, recent work on the stakeholder happiness concept has begun to 

elucidate the significant potential of applying a broader conceptualization of happiness at the 

intersection of business and society. In this section, we review how happiness has been used 

to inform arguments in support of stakeholder happiness as a corporate objective and to 

expand conceptual boundaries of stakeholder value (i.e., what it is and how it should be 

conceptualized). We observe that the stakeholder happiness concept (cf. Harrison & Wicks, 

2013; Jones & Felps, 2013a) has typically defined and applied happiness in an overtly 

reductionist and incomplete way. To redress this, we draw on the psychological sciences to 

offer a more holistic conceptualization of happiness that includes objective, subjective, 

hedonic, and eudaimonic dimensions and discuss happiness as an important collective pursuit 

that is beneficial to society rather than a goal that is only instrumentally relevant to 

corporations.   

Stakeholder Happiness 

In their two-part utilitarian critique of Shareholder Wealth Maximization (SWM), Jones 

and Felps (2013a, 2013b) highlighted the inadequacies of SWM in yielding social welfare 

outcomes and proposed Stakeholder Happiness Enhancement (SHE) as an alternate, superior, 

normative objective for corporations. In a sequence of logical arguments informed by 
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utilitarian philosophy and prominent works in positive psychology (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 

2004), Jones and Felps (2013a) concluded that SHE offers a viable single-valued objective 

function for corporations that addresses the shortcomings of non-specificity of other 

normative stakeholder theories. Although SHE, as a single-valued objective, has received 

some critique (see Mitchell et al., 2016), the notion of SHE prompts broader deliberations 

about the corporate determinants of stakeholder happiness and is consistent with our central 

contention that societal happiness should feature more prominently as a social responsibility 

of corporations.  

In finding common ground in debates on corporate objectives, scholars generally agree 

that the purpose of business is to create value (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015), even as they 

disagree on what value means and for whom it is created. Freeman and colleagues (2010) 

noted that: “business is about how customers, suppliers, employees, financiers (stockholders, 

bondholders, banks, etc.), communities and managers interact and create value” (p. 24). 

Broadly defined, stakeholder value refers to “anything that has the potential to be of worth to 

stakeholders” (Harrison & Wicks, 2013, p. 100), which includes subjective forms of value 

(e.g., affective outcomes).  

The growing interest in stakeholder value has corresponded with growing cross-

fertilization of research from positive psychology, broadening the notion of what constitutes 

value. From this perspective, for stakeholders, ‘value’ is not merely embodied within the 

products, services, and financial resources of a firm, nor can value be narrowly construed in 

economic terms. For instance, customers that pay a premium for ethical products stand to gain 

little in objective economic terms but derive significant personal satisfaction from their 

perceived social contribution and for engaging in buying behaviors that align with their 

personal values (Escadas, Jalali, & Farhangmehr, 2019; Villa Castano, Perdomo-Ortiz, 

Duenas Ocampo, & Duran Leon, 2016; Yacout & Vitell, 2018) – that is, by paying more for 
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ethical products, customers experience subjective happiness, even at the expense of economic 

value. When stakeholders are presented with alternative options or opportunities, their 

decisions hinge on the extent to which their choices increase (or decrease) their desired 

outcomes. Thus, a firm with nuanced understandings of the factors that affect the way 

stakeholders’ appropriate subjective value is thought to have a distinctive source of 

competitive advantage (Harrison, Bosse, & Phillips, 2010).    

These recent works on stakeholder happiness as a form of stakeholder value have begun 

to shine a light on the role of corporations in societal happiness. After all, as Elms, Johnson-

Cramer, and Berman (2011, p. 27) suggested, “if firms create value and treat their immediate 

stakeholders appropriately, they might well contribute to societal wellbeing”. The aggregated 

happiness of individual stakeholders might conceivably constitute societal happiness. 

However, we suggest that aiming to create value for the firm by treating stakeholders 

appropriately — with potential indirect benefits to the broader society — is not the same as 

directly aiming to benefit society. The former approach is instrumental with respect to the 

firm and societal benefits are a by-product (i.e., stakeholder happiness); the latter approach is 

instrumental with respect to society as a whole (i.e., CSR for Happiness).  

Another notable limitation of the stakeholder happiness concept is that happiness has 

mostly been defined in hedonic terms (i.e., how stakeholders feel), ignoring eudaimonic 

aspects of happiness (i.e., how stakeholders function), concepts that we unpack below. For 

instance, Jones and Felps (2013a, p. 33) define happiness as “the sum of positive feelings 

(e.g., contentment, satisfaction, pleasure, joy) net of negative feelings (e.g., agitation, anxiety, 

fear, anger, pain)” (italics added). Similarly, Harrison and Wicks (2013, p. 133) state “we 

define happiness in terms of the way stakeholders feel about the intangible and tangible utility 

they receive through their association and interactions with the firm” (italics added). 
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In our view, the hedonic focus of existing stakeholder happiness concepts stem from the 

economic concept of ‘utility’—consumption satisfaction— upon which stakeholder value has 

generally been based. While hedonic notions might be important for providing stakeholders 

with momentary pleasures, it undervalues aspects such as loyalty towards and trust of the 

organization, which are critical for cultivating long-term commitment to the organization. 

Indeed, from a hedonic perspective alone, corporations might create an illusion of happiness 

while fostering dissatisfaction, so that stakeholders can keep seeking greater pleasures. Utility 

neglects the evaluative aspect critical to the way people create meaning from their social 

worlds. Further, utility emphasizes the rights of the individual, while ignoring the social 

structures and relationships that individuals are embedded within, which can result in pleasure 

for those with authority and power at the expense of others within the social system (Kern et 

al., in press). Thus, expanded perspectives of stakeholder happiness are needed.  

Psychological Perspectives of Happiness 

Defining and conceptualizing happiness is complicated, and an exhaustive review of the 

literature is beyond our scope. We focus specifically on psychological conceptualizations and 

operationalizations of happiness. Within psychology, the term ‘happiness’ has been used 

interchangeably with various conceptual manifestations of happiness such as subjective 

wellbeing (Diener, 1984), psychological wellbeing (Ryff, 1989), flourishing (Huppert & So, 

2013; Keyes, 2002; Seligman, 2011), and authentic happiness (Seligman, 2002). Across 

conceptualizations, two distinctive dimensions appear—objective-subjective and hedonic-

eudaimonic—which we believe are relevant for considering happiness at the business-society 

interface. 

Objective conditions and subjective experiences. Objectively, happiness can be 

understood in terms of the objective circumstances that surround people’s lives, which are 

independent of their subjective awareness and experiences (Veenhoven, 2002). This 
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perspective assumes that the existence and/or degree of objective conditions (see Table 1) 

correspond with commensurate levels of happiness (Huppert, 2014). For example, a person 

who is employed, has a high income, and lives in an affluent, low-crime suburb in a 

developed country could be objectively described as happy. As Blanchflower and Oswald 

(2011) note, the objective perspective suggests that happiness can be represented as, 

happiness = f(personal characteristics, region characteristics, country characteristics).  

--------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

--------------------------------------------- 

However, while the objective approach highlights the circumstances of people’s lives and 

societal progress, it reveals little about the things in life that people value or their actual lived 

experiences (Diener & Tov, 2012). Subjectively, happiness reflects the way people experience 

their lives and their cognitive and affective evaluations of their objective circumstances 

(Forgeard, Jayawickreme, Kern, & Seligman, 2011). From this perspective, objective 

conditions alone do not ensure happiness. Indeed, although national income inequality is 

inversely related to happiness (Oishi & Kesebir, 2015), studies indicate that ‘unhappiness’ 

among lower-income sub-populations can be explained by their subjective perceptions of 

unfairness and distrust towards other people and institutions in society (Oishi, Kesebir, & 

Diener; 2011; Oishi, Kushley, & Schimmack, 2018). Population surveys find that while 

Western countries like the United State have become richer and their citizens live longer with 

each passing decade, their citizenry are not happier than they were sixty years ago 

(Blanchflower & Oswald, 2011; Layard, 2006). Subjective experiences such as a person’s 

sense of belonging to a community and their social relationships have a larger positive effect 

on happiness than objective indicators such as one’s household income (Diener & Biswas-

Diener, 2018; Steel, Taras, Uggersley, & Bosco, 2018).  
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The interactions between objective states and subjective experiences of happiness are 

complex and remain a central focus of ongoing interdisciplinary scholarly attention, which is 

beyond our focus here. There is broad scholarly acknowledgement that both objective and 

subjective perspectives serve a critical role in monitoring and understanding the happiness of 

society and its people. As subjective elements are within the scope of influence of 

corporations, we specifically focus on subjective happiness here.  

Subjective experiences: Hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions. Subjective experiences 

can be further divided across two dimensions. Hedonic happiness refers to how individuals feel 

about their lives (Keyes & Annas, 2009) and relates to the maximization of pleasure and 

minimization of pain (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005). Eudaimonic happiness concerns 

people’s assessments of how they are psychologically functioning in life (Keyes & Annas, 

2009) and relates to whether a person is living his or her life in sync with self-concordant goals 

and deriving a sense of meaning, purpose, and fulfillment in that process (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

Both forms of happiness are recognized as equally relevant, and have been comprehensively 

examined, operationalized, and assessed (Delle Fave, Brdar, Freire, Vella-Brodrick, & Wissing, 

2011). Table 2 summarizes some of the indicators that have been used in the literature. 

--------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 

--------------------------------------------- 

Although hedonic and eudaimonic happiness are related, they are conceptually distinct 

from one another (Delle Fave et al., 2011). There are many occasions in life where there is a 

high-level of consistency between the way a person feels and how they function in life, but 

there are times when hedonic-eudaimonic discordance may arise. For instance, businesses 

such as Google often publicize various employee fringe benefits as workplace happiness 

initiatives. Although these initiatives may elevate employees’ hedonic happiness (i.e., feelings 
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of excitement and fun at work), they may not necessarily lead to actual improvements in 

eudaimonic happiness (e.g., a sense of purpose in one’s work) (Kopperud & Vittersø, 2008). 

Private organizations can undertake various activities to enhance hedonic happiness, 

eudaimonic happiness, or a combination of the two. For instance, Civera, Colle, and 

Casalengno’s (2019) recent case study of Lavazza—a private Italian coffee company—

highlights how the company’s empowerment program for smallholder farmers can potentially 

enhance the way farmers both feel and function. The company’s infrastructure initiatives, 

which includes building nurseries to support Ethiopian families with employment, 

conceivably enhances the quality of life and subjective experiences of community members. 

In providing employment, people are able to experience greater joy and pride in their lives 

(i.e., hedonic happiness) while possessing a greater sense of environmental mastery (i.e., 

eudaimonic happiness).  

Organizational researchers have long recognized that occupational work—both its form 

and nature—is a prominent determining factor of people’s life (dis)satisfaction and 

(un)happiness (Caza & Wrzesniewski, 2013), and hedonic and eudaimonic notions of 

employees’ happiness have received relatively balanced attention (see Fisher, 2010). Whereas 

economists have tended to focus on hedonic dimensions (e.g., Kahneman & Krueger, 2006), 

marketing scholars have offered counterbalancing insights on how business practices and 

products can improve both hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions for consumers (see Anderson 

et al., 2013; Schmitt, Brakus, & Zarantonello; 2015; Sirgy & Lee, 2008). However, we are not 

aware of scholarly work to date that comprehensively examines the impacts of business 

activities on the subjective happiness of stakeholders beyond employees and consumers.  

As previously discussed, we recognize stakeholder happiness is an important 

managerialist concept for understanding how stakeholders appropriate value in the form of 

hedonic happiness. But we contend that the concept is inadequate for explaining the firm’s 
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effects on objective societal conditions that enable and sustain happiness and ignores 

eudaimonic happiness as an important dimension. For instance, stakeholder happiness 

addresses customers’ hedonic experiences via the provision of physical goods and services 

(cf. Harrison & Wicks, 2013), but the influence of firm activities on objective societal 

conditions (e.g., natural environment, equality, freedom) and the cascading effects of those 

conditions on people’s subjective experiences are not addressed. As such, we propose that 

CSR for Happiness provides a distinct yet complementary concept to stakeholder happiness. 

 

CSR FOR HAPPINESS 

CSR refers to the voluntary efforts of firms to incorporate social considerations into their 

decision-making, productive activities, and interactions with society at large with the aim of 

contributing to some social objective. CSR initiatives broadly address various societal issues 

such as public health, human rights, environmental preservation, and social security (Scherer 

& Palazzo, 2011). Although CSR has attracted critiques in the past (Freeman & Liedtka, 

1991; Friedman, 1970; Karnani, 2011), unresolved academic tensions have not impeded CSR 

from flourishing as a mainstream concept in the business world. For instance, in a global 

survey of over 1,400 Chief Executive Officers, 76% indicated that corporate success is 

defined by more than just financial profits (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2016). Studies suggest 

that CSR can harmoniously support the strategic goals of organizations (Porter & Kramer, 

2006) and improve their financial performance (Wang, Dou, & Jia, 2016). Given this 

mainstream and growing scholarly support, we suggest that CSR provides the ideal vehicle to 

place important social goals and issues – including societal happiness – on the corporate 

radar. 

Work in the CSR literature has hinted at the idea of happiness as a corporate 

responsibility. For instance, in describing the rationale of CSR, Robins (2008, p. 338) stated, 
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“it makes more sense to encourage firms to ‘do good’ and, thereby, add directly to human 

happiness and social and environmental well-being”. There have been growing calls for 

corporations to engage pro-socially with local and global communities to not only preserve or 

improve the objective conditions of society, but also to enhance the subjective experiences 

and outcomes of those who live within them (e.g., Mindell, Reynolds, Cohen, & McKee, 

2012). Consistent with the preconditions and experiences of happiness that we summarized in 

Tables 1 and 2, Margolis and Walsh (2003) argue that corporate social initiatives should 

address universal factors that enhance human functioning, including physical health, 

environmental mastery, human emotions, and meaningful relationships. 

However, we are not aware of any scholarly works that have seriously examined societal 

happiness as a CSR concern. Concepts and initiatives, such as corporate social performance 

and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), have failed to incorporate the various social 

outcomes pertaining to people’s happiness and subjective experiences. CSR for Happiness 

seeks to address this oversight in the extant research and is premised on the observation that 

corporate activities have the potential to affect various objective facets of social life as well as 

the subjective experiences of its societal constituents. CSR for Happiness advocates for firms 

to proactively engage in activities that directly contribute to holistic societal happiness—

including objective, subjective, hedonic, and eudaimonic dimensions—by respecting, 

preserving, and advancing people’s rights to and experiences of happiness.  

Benefits of Happiness 

An expansive body of research in the psychological sciences, economics, public policy, 

and public health reveals that happiness correlates with numerous positives outcomes for 

individuals and society (Diener & Seligman, 2018; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). 

People with higher levels of reported happiness have been found to be more successful across 

school, work, and life domains (Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2008; Proctor, Linley, & Maltby, 
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2010); live longer (Danner, Snowdon, & Friesen, 2001; Diener & Chan, 2011); have better 

overall health and fewer chronic diseases (Howell, Kern, & Lyubomirsky, 2007); experience 

higher-quality social relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2002); engage in socially beneficial 

behaviors (Aknin, Dunn, & Norton, 2012); and reduce the public burdens associated with 

poor physical (Lawless & Lucas, 2011) and mental (Bray & Gunnell, 2006) health. It has also 

been argued that a happier society is a more productive society (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 

2011), which may translate into improvements in a nation’s gross domestic product (GDP).  

We acknowledge that while there is a converging line of research supporting happiness as 

an important outcome for people and society, there is far less consensus around the benefits of 

deliberately pursuing happiness. A growing body of literature finds that intentionally seeking 

happiness (especially hedonic happiness) is self-defeating and may lead to various 

maladaptive consequences, including depressive symptoms, social disconnection, and 

loneliness (e.g., Ford, Mauss, & Gruber, 2015; Ford, Shallcross, Mauss, Floerke, & Gruber, 

2014; Gruber, Mauss, & Tamir, 2011; Mauss et al., 2012). However, while this body of 

literature raises concerns over the value of pursuing subjective happiness in and of itself, it 

does not preclude the clear benefits that exist at individual and societal levels when happiness 

exists. That is, there is a distinction between happiness as a pursuit that drives one’s life, 

versus happiness as an outcome that people experience. While governments and corporations 

cannot, and arguably should not, prescribe how people ought to pursue happiness, they are 

important institutions in shaping the macro social conditions that facilitate experiences of 

happiness. CSR for Happiness advocates that corporations are responsible for facilitating 

happiness and allowing for it to occur, rather than requiring the pursuit of happiness.  

Moral Justifications for Happiness 

Why might corporations volitionally take on the mantle of promoting happiness? 

Subscribing to Margolis and Walsh’s (2003) reasoned approach, we pose four specific 
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questions to establish the moral underpinning for the CSR for Happiness: (1) Do the activities 

of corporations contribute to societal happiness? (2) Are corporations proximally connected to 

societal happiness? (3) Do corporations possess the resources and capabilities to contribute to 

societal happiness? and (4) Do corporations benefit from contributing to societal happiness?  

We contend that the answers to these questions are affirmative. Across modern societies, 

corporations intersect with all aspects of daily life; people earn their livelihoods from them, 

they use their services and products; and they see, read, and hear about them across all forms 

of media (Wiist, 2010). By virtue of their embeddedness in society, corporations have high 

proximity to societal happiness, whereby their activities bear consequences for both objective 

and subjective dimensions of happiness. The propensity of corporations to address societal 

happiness is determined by their priorities, inclinations, and resolve, rather than constraints 

from their resources and capabilities. While corporate social initiatives to enhance happiness 

may reduce overall net profit, these initiatives are morally permissible so long as they do not 

debilitate or impair a corporation’s productive capacity (Margolis & Walsh, 2013). Various 

streams of organizational research, including the instrumental premise of Harrison and Wick’s 

(2013) stakeholder happiness concept, suggest that promoting happiness may yield numerous 

benefits for corporations (e.g., Fisher, 2010; Jones & Felps, 2013a; Meyer, 2015; Sirgy & 

Dong Jin, 2008).  

Importantly, although pursuing a CSR for Happiness agenda and profitability are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive, we suggest that happiness is an instrumental outcome for 

society as a whole – of which organizations are a part of and contribute to – not as a means 

toward profit and financial gain. This proposition aligns with growing voices among 

organizational scholars such as Waddock (2014), who argues that organizations need to 

orientate their purpose towards enabling thriving societies by growing wellbeing rather than 

wealth. We acknowledge that CSR for Happiness asks organizations to critically reflect upon 
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their role in society, and may require some corporations to shift their values and approaches to 

business away from selling evermore products and services for profit to considering how their 

products or approaches help cultivate wellbeing and happiness (Waddock, 2014). CSR for 

Happiness offers an expansive perspective of the dynamic interactions between business and 

society and how those interactions translate into enhancements to both objective and 

subjective dimensions of happiness, with instrumental outcomes for society as a whole, rather 

than the firm specifically. 

Corporate Determinants of Societal Happiness 

Having framed a case for the benefits of happiness and rationale for why societal 

happiness should be construed as a CSR concern, we propose a conceptual framework that 

illustrates the way corporations can affect objective conditions and subjective experiences of 

happiness as well as the second-order outcomes of those effects.  

The studies that outline the benefits of collective happiness suggest that individual 

happiness can be affected by activities that directly impact the individual (i.e., targeting 

subjective experiences) or by impacting the objective conditions that enable or limit the 

potential for happiness, with flow on effects to other correlated socially-valued outcomes, 

including physical health, worker productivity, social relationships, and civic engagement. 

Applied to corporate activities, Figure 1 uses the indicators from Tables 1 and 2 to depict the 

reciprocal flow of outcomes between objective conditions and subjective experiences that 

may arise from corporate activities. Figure 1 broadly conceptualizes societal happiness as 

objective conditions, subjective experiences, and the interactions between the two. This 

expands on conceptualizations of what it means to be socially responsible by accounting for 

the effects of corporate activities on: (a) objective conditions and the cascading second-order 

effects on people’s subjective experiences, and (b) subjective experiences and the ascending 

second-order effects on people’s objective conditions. Further, we define corporate activities 
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as encompassing both discretionary CSR-specific initiatives (e.g., cause-related marketing, 

community volunteering, social projects, and philanthropy) as well as core business-as-usual 

(BAU) practices that occur across the value chain of a firm.  

--------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

--------------------------------------------- 

The linkage of direct corporate activities and second-order effects across multiple 

dimensions of happiness provides a more nuanced and comprehensive perspective of 

corporate social impact than extant CSR or stakeholder happiness theories. In many instances, 

the absence of a nuanced perspective has led to skewed reporting of the social benefits of 

corporate decisions and activities on people’s happiness. For example, with Hindustan Lever 

Ltd’s (HLL) skin-whitening cream, Fair & Lovely, Hammond and Prahalad (2004, p. 36) 

described their female customers as “feeling empowered because of an affordable consumer 

product formulated for her needs”. But claims of benefits conflicted with research evidence 

demonstrating the social and psychological harms of skin-whitening products (Peltzer & 

Pengpid, 2017). HLL’s product strategy was criticized because the company was knowingly 

profiting, reinforcing, and exploiting racial prejudices by employing marketing tactics that 

portray fair-skinned people as being happier and more successful in their personal and 

professional lives (Karnani, 2007). HLL’s social responsibility was called into question not 

because of their impact on objective societal conditions but due to the adverse effects that 

‘Fair & Lovely’ may have had on how people think and feel about themselves. 

The evaluation and reporting of corporate effects on societal happiness has been limited 

and selective. In concurrence with Bhattcharya and Sen (2004), we observe that within the 

CSR literature, positive subjective outcomes that cascade from firm contributions to objective 

conditions of society are often overlooked as desirable corporate social contributions. 

Similarly, Beal and Neesham’s (2016) perspective on systemic CSR emphasizes the need for 
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more research that examines the linkages between individual- and system-level outcomes. In 

the following section, we elaborate further on the path-dependencies and second-order effects 

of corporate activities on objective conditions and subjective experiences which we label as 

macro-to-micro pathways and macro-to-micro pathways.  

Macro-to-micro pathways. The macro-to-micro pathway describes corporate activities 

that affect objective conditions and cascade to second-order effects on individuals’ subjective 

experiences. Via the macro-to-micro pathway, a firm may engage in activities that improve 

the objective conditions of happiness that in turn enhance people’s subjective experiences in 

the form of hedonic and eudaimonic happiness. To illustrate this process, Figure 2 depicts the 

macro-to-micro pathway of a recent CSR initiative by the global advertising giant, Clear Way 

International (CWI). In November 2018, CWI partnered with the city of Stockholm to deploy 

its extensive network of digital kiosks to direct homeless people to the nearest shelters when 

temperatures fall below 7 degrees Celsius (Wilson, 2019). The social benefits of this initiative 

would clearly map onto improvements to objective conditions of happiness such as housing 

(temporary reduction in homelessness) and health (reduction is homeless deaths and 

illnesses). Often, the social impact evaluation and reporting of such initiatives is based on 

indicators of objective conditions, with subjective benefits assumed to occur. Albeit a 

simplistic representation, the right side of Figure 2 illustrates that across hedonic and 

eudaimonic domains, the results of the initiative could be beneficial or harmful, depending on 

how the person experiences and interprets the initiative.  

--------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 

-------------------------------------------- 

Micro-to-macro pathways. The micro-to-macro pathway describes corporate activities 

that affect individuals’ subjective experiences, which have ascending second-order effects on 

objective conditions. Via the micro-to-macro pathway, firms may engage in activities that 
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enhance individual-level subjective experiences, which in turn may lead to improvements to 

objective conditions surrounding people’s lives. From this perspective, micro-level outcomes 

conceptually resemble stakeholder happiness, except for two characteristics: (1) micro-level 

outcomes incorporate both hedonic and eudaimonic happiness, and (2) the flow-on benefits of 

subjective experiences to objective conditions of happiness are included. To illustrate, Figure 

3, depicts micro-to-macro pathways for employee engagement practices at Procore 

Technologies, a global technology company that earned fourth spot in the 2019 best company 

to work (Gassam, 2019). As Harrison and Wicks (2013) noted, interdisciplinary research has 

demonstrated that work practices that promote organizational justice, such as work-life 

balance, are critical to value creation and the enhancement of subjective experiences. It is 

conceivable that such practices enhance the way employees feel (i.e., hedonic happiness) and 

function (i.e., eudaimonic happiness). However, the question becomes whether happiness 

increases for those beyond the organization, or if value is confined with the boundaries of an 

organization. We contend that the benefits can be much more far-reaching, and the impacts on 

society more broadly need to be considered.   

-------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 3 about here 

-------------------------------------------- 

We propose that corporate activities that enhance people’s subjective experiences—

whether they be employees, suppliers, customers, shareholders, or community members—

yield many benefits across various dimensions of a stakeholder’s life and for society at large. 

In the case of Figure 3, if employees are happy at work, these benefits are likely to spillover 

across other life domains, such as education, civic engagement, and health. Organizational 

research has demonstrated that happy workers have better cardiovascular health (Wright, 

Cropanzano, Bonett, & Diamond, 2009) and are more likely to engage in prosocial 

behaviours (Ackfeldt & Wang, 2007). In this regard, the subjective experiences of employees 
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might enhance the objective conditions in their lives and aggregately contribute to societal-

level outcomes. 

A Social Responsibility for What and to Whom? 

A perennial challenge of CSR research is answering the question: “Social responsibility 

for what and to whom?” In addressing ‘for what’, our earlier discussion of the objective 

conditions and subjective experiences of happiness offer initial guidance. CSR for Happiness 

subscribes to an expansivist view of social responsibility, whereby happiness is construed as a 

natural right that should not be impeded on by corporations and as a desirable end and ideal 

that should be promoted by corporations (Brenkert, 2016). We suggest that this social 

responsibility encompasses corporate activities and initiatives affecting objective conditions 

that indirectly cascade on people’s happiness (e.g., safety, health, civic engagement 

environment, education, employment, housing, income) as well as direct effects on subjective 

experiences themselves (e.g., BAU activities affecting hedonic and eudaimonic happiness) 1.  

In addressing ‘to whom’, we concur with Wood (1994), who draws on stakeholder theory 

to argue that corporations should only be concerned with social issues to the extent that those 

issues arise as a result of their operations or are related to their business interests. 

Accordingly, we do not propose that corporations have a responsibility for everyone’s 

happiness, but they are responsible to create conditions for and not impede the right to 

happiness for those who are affected by their activities and decisions. We suggest that 

stakeholder theory can provide a useful heuristic to identify ‘for whose happiness’ 

corporations should be responsible to and by focusing on happiness outcomes within 

corporation-stakeholder relationships whereby stakeholders are defined as any individual 

 
1 Our conceptualization of ‘objective conditions’ and ‘subjective experiences’ of happiness provides an initial 
inexhaustive list of what corporations could potentially be responsible for in relation to societal happiness. We 
heed Ruggie’s (2008) caution that any limited list on matters related to rights and responsibilities will inevitable 
overlook pertinent correlates for any given set of circumstances. As such, this list serves as an initial guide rather 
than a prescription.  
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“who can affect or [are] affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” 

(Freeman, 1984, p. 46). Although different opinions over the merits and problems of applying 

stakeholder theory to CSR have appeared across the literature (e.g., Freeman & Liedtka, 

1991), normative stakeholder theory has been recognized as a complementary theoretical 

approach in CSR research (Garriga & Melé, 2004), which can bring the “abstract idea called 

society to home” (Wood, 1991, p. 697) and help specify and operationalize various CSR 

concepts (Elms et al., 2011). Specifically, aligned with Schwartz and Carroll (2003), we apply 

the stakeholder heuristic to define society as being synonymous with a corporation’s 

stakeholders, which include (but are not limited to) customers, employees, suppliers, 

shareholders, and general citizens.  

From a firm’s perspective, stakeholders can be readily identified by the existence of 

transactional relationships through which value exchange occurs. However, beyond the 

economic value derived from transactional relationships, there are psychological components 

of transactional relationships that influence stakeholders’ subjective experiences (Bosse & 

Coughlan, 2016). For instance, research shows that when suppliers trade with businesses, they 

are not only interested in the transactional terms of an exchange (e.g., payment terms, order 

quantities), but also form psychological contracts with the business whereby perceived 

violations correspond with negative subjective experiences (Hill, Eckerd, Wilson, & Greer, 

2009). More generally, Lankoski, Smith, and Van Wassenhove (2016) illustrated that for any 

given business transaction or interaction, transactional stakeholders project psychological 

expectations that affect the way they perceive and appropriate their experienced utility. 

Firm-stakeholder psychological relationships are central to conceptualizing CSR for 

Happiness; after all, happiness at the individual-level is a psychological outcome. Here, we 

apply a broad definition of stakeholders to include anyone who has a transactional and/or 

psychological relationship with a firm.  Considering the globalized and interconnected nature 
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of the modern business world, it is important that businesses consider the full reach of those 

who are affected by their actions and decisions. As Phillips (2010) notes, who constitutes a 

‘stakeholder’ is prone to perceptual asymmetries and will differ depending on whether 

‘stakeholders’ are determined by a firm or self-circumscribed by societal constituents. A 

general citizen who has no explicit transactional relationship with a firm may well have 

psychological expectations of a firm, and thus their happiness can be affected by the decisions 

and actions of the firm. In the integrative conceptual framework that follows, we 

operationalize society as comprising firm stakeholders whereby a stakeholder as determined 

by self-circumscription by societal constituents based on the existence of transactional and/or 

psychological relationships.   

An Integrative Framework 

CSR for Happiness seeks to shed a focal light on the way and means that corporations 

affect societal happiness. ‘Happiness’ and ‘society’ clearly are notoriously nebulous terms. 

Drawing on an interdisciplinary research base, the preceding sections have sought to 

operationalize both terms in a parsimonious way and have illustrated interrelationships 

between the constructs. In defining ‘societal happiness’, the societal component refers to self-

circumscribed stakeholders of an organization, which includes customers, employees, 

suppliers, shareholder, and general citizens. ‘Happiness’ refers to both the objective 

conditions surrounding people’s lives as well as their embodied subjective experiences, 

including hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions.  

Figure 4 synthesizes our operationalizations of society and happiness to present an 

integrative conceptual framework of CSR for Happiness. As societal happiness is a latent 

construct that cannot be observed or measured directedly, it is approximated based on the 

combination of indicators of objective conditions and measures of subjective experiences. In 

the macro-to-micro pathway, corporate activities have the capacity to affect various objective 
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conditions of happiness (e.g., safety, environment, housing, etc.) with cascading second-order 

effects on people’s subjective experiences. In the micro-to-macro pathway, corporation may 

affect individuals’ subjective experiences (i.e., hedonic and eudaimonic happiness), with 

ascending second order effects on the objective conditions of happiness. Such effects 

constitute a social outcome of corporations and thus should inform their broader social 

responsibilities beyond mere profit-oriented goals.  

--------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 4 about here 

-------------------------------------------- 

Our integrative framework provides some initial boundaries for the CSR for Happiness. 

While Figure 4 suggests multiple ways that corporations can impact upon societal happiness, 

we do not assert that corporations are the sole (or dominant) determinant of societal happiness 

nor do we assume that corporate actions will affect all societal constituents in equal measure. 

The breadth of happiness research in the health sciences and economics clearly indicates that 

there are a myriad of ecological factors, unrelated to corporations, that affect happiness (e.g., 

socioeconomic differences, geographic influences, political characteristics, genetic 

heritability). In practical terms, happiness as a social outcome will be most salient in 

corporate decisions where it consequentially arises from corporations’ productive activities or 

relates to their business interests (Wood, 1994). In the same way that public health or the 

preservation of the natural environment is a shared responsibility of government, the public, 

and the private sector, we posit that corporations bear similar collective responsibilities for 

societal happiness. As such, CSR for Happiness does not unduly ascribe corporate 

responsibilities for societal happiness but implores broader consideration of the ways in 

which corporations directly and indirectly impact upon individual and societal happiness. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

Building from this integrative conceptual framework, we offer some insights from the 

psychological sciences on measurement considerations to guide future empirical work on 

happiness constructs pertaining to our integrative framework and discuss the implications of 

CSR for Happiness for organizational research and practice.  

Measurement Considerations  

Currently, there are hundreds of measurement instruments for happiness, which vary 

significantly in terms of their underpinning conceptualizations, operational definitions, and 

psychometric properties (Cooke, Melchert, & Connor, 2016; Linton, Dieppe, Medina-Lara, 

Watson, & Crathorne, 2016). For organizational researchers, the recommended approach to 

measuring happiness depends on what dimensions of happiness are being measured 

(Cummins, 2013). We believe that it is helpful to think about the objective, subjective, 

hedonic, and eudaimonic dimensions described above, anchoring measures and expected 

outcomes within these domains. Regardless of the definitions and conceptualizations used, 

researchers from all disciplines need to articulate clearly and precisely what they mean by 

happiness and the specific constructs that are used to define it.  

Assessments of happiness can range from simple single- or multi-item scales through to 

sophisticated physiological, neurological, and machine learning techniques (cf. OECD, 2013). 

Survey-based measures of self-reported happiness are by far the most common way to assess 

happiness and the most practical for organizational researchers, but are also prone to 

numerous response biases. Despite their limitations, self-report measures are useful in 

revealing and measuring the effects that corporate activities have on the happiness of 

stakeholders, so long as the surveys are designed and administered in a credible way.  

As a new concept, for CSR for Happiness, further theorizing and empirical evidence is 

needed to support the reliability and validity of the choice of measures and/or future 
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development of measures. The measures that are most appropriate will depend upon the micro 

and macro domains that are included, and may vary depending on the context, organization, 

and issue. Measurement accuracy depends less on the specific form of the instrument and 

more on the timeliness of its administration, including whether the assessment captures 

reported feelings and thoughts of societal constituents at the time of, and in direct reference 

to, their interactions with a business (Kahneman & Krueger, 2006). Approaches such as 

experience sampling method (ESM) and day reconstruction method (DRM) can be used to 

capture thoughts and feelings as they occur, as opposed to reflection, which occurs in typical 

self-report measures.  

Societal happiness is inclusive of various epistemological and ontological perspectives. 

The nature of business-society relationships and their resulting effects on societal happiness 

demand methodological innovations and invite both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 

ESM and DRM approaches can be used to provide unique idiographic insights into the way 

stakeholders experience their interactions with corporations and how those interactions affect 

the way they feel, think, and function in their lives and their engagement with society. For 

instance, using DRM with 120 jobholders, Kopperud and Vittersø (2008) found that certain 

job characteristics had clear differential effects on the hedonic and eudaimonic happiness of 

employees. The application of these approaches to other stakeholder roles promises to yield 

unique and interesting insights into the correlates, nature, and functions of happiness.  

Societal happiness is not something that can be directly observed, as it may only be 

inferred from indirect measures of happiness that are developed from interdisciplinary 

theories. Diener (2006) offers some insightful, general guidance regarding the development, 

choice, and use of happiness measures:  

“Even though the existing measures of subjective wellbeing are imperfect, useful 

conclusions can be drawn from them. All scientific measurement includes error. Thus, 
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users of the measures should understand the biases and artifacts that are inherent in the 

measures, and, when possible, take steps to correct for them. Furthermore, conclusions 

should be reached that respect the limitations of the measures, and the conclusions 

should be expressed in terms of these limitations.” (p. 153) 

Diener’s (2006) comments provide reassurance and encouragement that the imperfect nature 

of measures for societal happiness do not undermine the merits of happiness as a scientific 

endeavor in organizational scholarship. The importance of understanding societal happiness 

has prompted national statistic offices, intergovernmental agencies, and scholars around the 

world to rise to the challenge of advancing knowledge about happiness and its various causes 

(Michaelson, Seaford, Abdallah, & Marks, 2014); this is a call that organizational scholars 

have yet to heed in a concerted way.  

Research and Practice Opportunities 

Through the cross-fertilization of interdisciplinary scholarship, we have reviewed the 

numerous benefits of happiness for individuals and society and have conceptually mapped the 

corporate determinant of societal happiness. Given that societal happiness is a novel line of 

inquiry in organizational research, we foresee that our conceptualizations, integrative 

framework, and propositions will provoke new questions and, hopefully, spur further research 

on areas unaddressed in our article. We recognize that while our conceptualization of 

objective conditions and subjective experiences of happiness provides an initial list of 

potential social responsibilities pertaining to happiness, further theorizing and debate is 

required regarding the extent and level of social responsibilities that corporations should bear 

in relation to societal happiness. Further, disparate streams of research have demonstrated 

instrumental links between happiness and various instrumental firm outcomes. For instance, 

happy customers tend to be more profitable because they are more loyal, less price sensitive 

and likely to buy more (Hellén & Sääksjärvi, 2011) and happy employees are more effective 
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and productive at work and display lower levels of absenteeism and turnover (Fisher, 2010). 

Using this base of literature, future research may seek to examine how CSR for Happiness 

might translate into economic or desirable performance outcomes for firms.  

From a stakeholder frame of society, significant scholarly attention has been given to the 

study of happiness of employee and consumer groups, but there has been minimal inquiry on 

how corporate activities directly and indirectly affect the happiness of suppliers, shareholders, 

and general citizens. In fact, studies have revealed that while a supplier’s financial health is an 

important consideration in business decision-making, the happiness of suppliers is not a 

decision criterion of prominent concern for businesses, even though it should perhaps be 

(Jones, Fawcett, Fawcett, & Walling, 2010). To ascertain a more holistic understanding of the 

impacts that corporations have on societal happiness, future scholarly efforts in the study of 

happiness need to be more equally distributed across multiple stakeholder groups and should 

fully examine the breadth of direct and indirect impacts that might arise through corporate 

activities. 

CSR for Happiness emphasizes multiple dimensions of happiness. Different stakeholders 

might value different dimensions, which may result in incommensurable outcomes across 

stakeholder groups. Although happiness measures currently exist for specific stakeholder 

groups, there are substantial differences in the relative emphasis provided by different sub-

disciplines to the hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions. Further, emerging discourse on the 

stakeholder happiness concept outlined earlier rely predominantly on hedonic notions. Future 

research on societal and stakeholder happiness should include objective, subjective, hedonic, 

and eudaimonic dimensions of happiness, identifying which dimensions are most important to 

different stakeholders, and how the different dimensions of happiness come together across 

the society. Intellectual convergence among organizational scholars is needed on what 
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constitutes happiness, and general measures of stakeholder happiness will need to be 

developed that are commensurate across stakeholder categories.  

The implication that corporations should be concerned about societal happiness raises 

fundamental and critical questions about the role and existential purpose of corporations. 

Drawing on philosophy and research from psychology and economics, there are already some 

stakeholder scholars who have argued fervently for stakeholder happiness enhancement to be 

instated as the objective purpose of corporations (see Jones & Felps, 2013a). To achieve a 

broader sociological explanation of societal happiness, we call for greater consideration of 

happiness as a relevant and important social outcome for all forms of businesses.  

Practically, a growing body of research in industrial epidemiology has shown that the 

activities of corporations have significant and far-reaching implications for physical and 

psychological wellbeing (Hastings, 2012). Although the decisions, actions, and activities of 

corporations can have deleterious effects on public health, there are also many notable 

instances where corporations have made positive contributions to the health and happiness of 

society. In recognizing the psychological nexus between societal constituents and 

corporations, policymakers should give greater credence to the role and function of 

corporations as, what Huppert (2004, p. 697) terms, ‘positive population interventions’ to 

enhance public wellbeing and to ameliorate psychological languishing in society. For 

business practitioners, a greater appreciation and understanding of the effects that their 

activities have on the subjective experiences of societal constituents provides a new 

dimension for evaluating and reporting social impact. Building on research by Bhattacharya 

and Sen (2004, p. 16), who found that business activities do affect stakeholders’ general sense 

of subjective happiness, we also contend that businesses would do well to “at least 

acknowledge if not assess the contribution of their CSR efforts to the subjective well-being of 

their target markets” and broader society.  
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CONCLUSION 

Happiness is a topic with alluring appeal to the general public and scholars alike. The 

past decade has brought considerable consideration of societal happiness across multiple 

disciplines but has received scant attention within organizational research and has only 

minimally featured on the radar of the CSR domain. Drawing on relevant related disciplines, 

this article ushers CSR research into broader policy discourse taking place on happiness by 

examining the contributions of corporations to happiness as an important societal goal. In 

holistically defining and operationalizing the happiness construct, we contribute to more 

refined understandings of what happiness is, beyond the narrow conceptualizations previously 

offered by the CSR and stakeholder literatures. CSR for Happiness illuminates the boundary- 

and level-spanning effects of corporate activities on societal happiness, frames those effects 

as corporate social responsibilities, and provides an interdisciplinary framework for 

examining the contributions of firms to societal happiness.  

At its core, CSR for Happiness is a humanist concept with aspirations to provoke, 

challenge and expand conventional notions of the social role of corporations in creating 

thriving societies and, as Ishikawa (1985, p. 97) would argue, in fulfilling their essential 

purpose: “In management, the first concern of the company is the happiness of people who 

are connected with it. If the people do not feel happy and cannot be made happy, that 

company does not deserve to exist”. 
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Table 1. 

Indicators of Objective Conditions of Happiness 

Indicators Example Measures of Indicator 

Housing Homelessness and the availability of housing stock to meet shelter and safety needs 
of citizens. 

Income Amount of after-tax disposable income that a household earns (through 
employment) or gains (from social welfare) to spend on goods or services.  

Employment Levels of unemployment, rates of job creation, and the quantity and quality of jobs 
available to citizens.  

Education Level of educational attainment. 

Environment Quality of natural and built environments including air quality, water quality, noise 
pollution, and the availability of green spaces.  

Civic 
Engagement & 
Rights 

Participation of citizens in public and political life (e.g., voter turnout, union 
memberships) and equal rights (e.g., low gender-pay gaps, enactment and 
enforcement of antidiscrimination laws). 

Health Public health measures such as life expectancy, infant mortality, number of healthy 
life years, and prevalence of diseases.  

Safety Measures of physical safety such as homicide and other crime rates.  

Note. Objective indicators adapted from the OECD (2015) Better Life Index. This is not exhaustive, as it is only 
meant to be illustrative of some of the existing indicators.   
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Table 2.  

Indicators of Subjective Experience across Hedonic and Eudaimonic Dimensions 

Indicator Definitions and Examples 

 Hedonic Happiness 

Positive Affect General mood or emotions that reflect a level of pleasurable engagement with the 
environment such as joy or enthusiasm.  

Negative Affect General mood or emotion that reflects a level of unpleasurable engagement with the 
environment such as fear or sorrow 

  Eudaimonic Happiness 
Purpose in life A personal sense of directedness, purpose, and meaning in life.  

Environmental 
mastery 

A personal sense of mastery, self-efficacy, and competence in managing one’s 
environment in line with personal needs and values.  

Autonomy A personal sense of self-determination and independence to resist social pressure 
to behave or act in certain ways. 

Positive relations 
with others 

Possesses warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others and is concerned 
about the welfare of others.  

Self-acceptance Possesses positive attitudes toward self and the acceptance of good and bad aspects 
of self.  

Personal growth A personal sense of continued development, self-knowledge, and enlightened 
realization of one’s own potential.  

Note. Hedonic happiness indicators are based on Watson, Clark, and Tellegen (1988). Eudaimonic happiness 
indicators are based on Ryff (1995). This is meant to be illustrative only; numerous other theories, measures, and 
combinations of psychological domains appear throughout the literature (see OECD, 2013, for a review).  
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Figure 1. Integrative framework of happiness pathways 
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Figure 2: Illustrative depiction of macro-to-micro pathway of CWI shelter directory initiative  
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Figure 3: Illustrative depiction of micro-to-macro pathway of Procore’s work-life balance 

program  
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Figure 4: CSR for Happiness conceptual framework 

 


