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Abstract: The aim of this study is to reveal the perception of current and future organizational
happiness in the context of higher education institutions (HEIs) in a cross-national study, to reveal
exploratory scenarios supporting the UN’s sustainable development goals (SDGs). Six dimensions of
organizational happiness were considered for this study: Meaning, reliable relationships, positive
emotions, engagement, achievement and recognition, and personal and professional development.
To do so, Delphi methodology was used. An online survey was addressed to academics and support
staff from three HEIs in different countries (Chile, Colombia and Spain), whose answers were analyzed
using the Approximation of Qualitative Profiles mathematical technique. The results of this analysis
show that there is a favorable prospective for happy workplaces, in all the dimensions for all countries.
The implications of this research will serve HEIs’ human management practitioners to formulate
effective policies for sustainable workplaces based on organizational happiness.

Keywords: happiness dimensions; organizational happiness; cross-national research; prospective
research; Delphi methodology

1. Introduction

The United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is one of the most ambitious
and influential global agreements in recent years. This agenda [1] presents a framework of 17 sustainable
development goals (SDGs) and 169 targets, which are based on the eight Millennium Development
Goals of 2000, for the fight against poverty [2] and on a “universal call to action to end poverty, protect
the planet and improve the lives and prospects of everyone, everywhere” [3] by 2030.

In particular, SDG No. 3 aims to ensure good health and well-being, which translates into
guaranteeing the promotion of a healthy lifestyle and well-being for people of all ages [4], with a
multidisciplinary approach [5]. This SDG is currently of special interest given the threat to global
health posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. From an organizational perspective, this objective refers to
the study of the factors and processes that may make people happy or unhappy at work [6]. Moraes
and Barreiro [7] claim that the level of an employee’s well-being or happiness at work can be explained
both by the contribution of individual factors such as values, personality and goals, and the impact of
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organizational characteristics such as culture, work and the context in which they are developed. It has
been shown that happiness depends on satisfaction with the environment and leadership, professional
development, the characteristics of work and the level of person-environment fit [8]. There is sufficient
evidence that researchers in the field of business organization have worked to better understand the
role of work in the overall well-being of an individual [9,10].

Among the managerial actions that can contribute to employee well-being and, subsequently, to the
achievement of the strategic objectives of the organization is the concept of organizational happiness.
This is a concept that stems from Seligman’s [11] positive psychology theory, which refers to the
generation of working conditions that facilitate the development of workers’ skills [12]. Gutiérrez [13]
argues that organizations are increasingly committed to strategies of change and organizational
happiness in their programs to improve existing processes and subprocesses. Thus, the improvement in
employees’ quality of work-life has tangible and intangible benefits in terms of satisfaction, motivation
and organizational commitment [14].

Higher education institutions (HEIs), in their multiple roles as educators, researchers, organizations,
and community servers, also play an active part in the road to sustainable development [15,16]. The ideas
and perceptions of HEI teachers and support staff are critical, since they teach and prepare future
professionals, thus affecting social sustainability, as posited by Pfeffer [17]. Since embarking on the path
of sustainability requires a profound transformation in the way people think and act [18], research on
well-being and organizational happiness practices in HEIs is essential for the actual deployment of SDG
No. 3. It is a paradox, then, that despite a proliferation of literature on the science of organizational
happiness, there is little evidence of HEIs implementing happiness management models, and thus,
inadequate knowledge on the effect on the academic performance of HEIs that do apply such a model.

Although there is scant evidence of the application of any happiness model in an HEI with a
prospective view, a way to support sustainability development in HEIs is to generate exploratory
scenarios whose vision of the future allows us to make decisions in the present. To bridge the research
gap, this article presents the findings of an exploratory, cross-national Delphi study, which attempts to
discover the perceptions of organizational happiness by HEI academics and support staff. The main
contribution of this research is to better understand the factors that could be critical to improving
the organizational happiness of HEI employees from an international perspective, and how this may
contribute to SDG No. 3. Hence, the next section of this article explores the literature on organizational
happiness, followed by a detailed description of the research methodology. The results are presented in
Section 4 and discussed in Section 5, including several recommendations to managers and researchers.

2. State of the Art

2.1. Organizational Happiness: The Concept and Its Effect on Performance

Currently, organizational happiness is considered a multi-faceted research discipline. There is
consensus that its management positively affects organizational climate and improves the productive
performance of human capital. Organizational happiness is directed at the organization’s ability to
create and facilitate conditions and work processes that are conducive to nurturing individual and
group strengths [12].

Happiness at work can be associated with greater professional success, higher income, better
job performance and a tendency to help others in their jobs. It also may lead to efficiency and
the achievement of organizational goals, which is the ultimate benefit that an organization could
receive [19–21]. According to extant literature, a person who is happy at work is usually more creative
and productive [9] and may also be effective, innovative, receptive, optimistic and altruistic [22–24].

Positive employee-related outcomes such as happiness and productivity can be facilitated
by providing certain types of conditions in organizations. According to Gavin and Mason [25],
these conditions should include providing employees with meaningful work and the scope for
excellence and empathy, and satisfying employees’ need for safety, trust and dignity. In addition,
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it allows employees to work by providing them with autonomy and information and facilitates the
development of their character virtues.

2.2. Dimensions for the Study of Organizational Happiness

The discipline of positive psychology deals with the positive aspects of life, analyzing the impact
of events from birth to death, and can make important contributions to good health and well-being [26].
It has contributed to the identification, development and evaluation of interventions aimed at improving
well-being, justified in the approach toward recovering from mental health problems, or dealing with
chronic physical illness or disability [27]. These contributions convey valuable lessons on how to
build a happy, healthy, productive, and meaningful life [28]. In this sense, the study of happiness and
well-being is associated with the basic framework of SDG No. 3.

The World Health Organization defines mental health as a “state of well-being in which the
individual realizes their own abilities, can cope with normal life stresses, can work productively and
fruitfully, and is able to do a contribution to their community” [29]. For this reason, it is considered
that participation in positive activities increases the frequency of positive emotion, which, in turn,
is associated with better physiological functioning and greater participation in preventive health
behaviors, ultimately leading to improved physical and psychological well-being [30,31]. It has been
shown that positive emotions, such as comfort, happiness, joy, love, and gratitude, can help maintain
and improve human mental health [32,33]. In addition, other studies have shown that well-being at
work is associated not only with health outcomes, but also with psychosocial factors related to work
and performance [34].

Fisher [35] proposes that happiness at work should be treated as a multidimensional approach.
The PERMA model captures this perspective, initially based on five dimensions of Positive Emotions,
Meaning, Reliable Relationships, Engagement and Achievement and Recognition [36]. The model was
later complemented by Fernández [12] with the Professional and personal development dimension,
which assumes that the organization is ethically concerned and responsible for generating strategies
and practices that allow the growth and development of its employees. Wagner et al. [37] state that all
dimensions are strongly related to other indicators of well-being and that each of the dimensions of
PERMA is positively related to well-being.

The dimensions of organizational happiness as per the PERMA model are described below.

(a) Positive motions: Refers to the opportunity to experience more positive than negative
emotions [38]. Positive emotions expand the repertoire of people’s ideas and actions, which then,
serve to create lasting personal, intellectual, physical, psychological and social resources [39].

(b) Meaning: The degree to which a person understands the meaning of their life and feels that it has
purpose [38]. How to build a social or transcendent meaning of their own work and an inspiring
shared meaning in teams and in the organization because they are existential drivers to motivate
people at work [12].

(c) Reliable relationships: The cultivation and care of significant relationships with others [38].
Edwards and Cable [40] claim that trust in interpersonal relationships has a positive and
significant influence on job satisfaction.

(d) Engagement: Refers to a set of interests and foci with which people are engaged in ideas, purposes
and causes that are significant for them [38]. Kahn [41] has defined this concept as employees
who physically, cognitively, emotionally and mentally give their best to fulfill their roles. Engaged
workers are more motivated and involved in their jobs and organizations, more productive and
willing to go beyond what is expected of them to help their organizations survive and prosper [42].
It could even increase the quality of work [43].

(e) Achievement and recognition: Represents the goals achieved to develop skills and feel competent,
because completing tasks, achieving results and showing good indicators are observable acts of
achievement at work [12,38].
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(f) Professional and personal development: Refers to the fact that the organization is responsible
for generating strategies and practices that foster the growth and development of its employees.
People who are happy in their work, feel their organization is concerned for their professional
and personal development [12].

2.3. SDGs and Organizational Happiness in HEIs

Educational institutions are fundamental in regulating the interactions between human societies
and their environment, and as active participants in sustainable development [44] in several ways. First,
there is the transference of sustainability values and attitudes through the academic and professional
training of their students. Therefore, the ideas and perceptions of teachers and support staff are
decisive, since they teach and prepare future professionals [45], especially as embarking on the path
of sustainability requires a profound transformation in the way people think and act [18]. For this
to work, it is required that teachers and support staff must include sustainability principles in their
practices from all perspectives [46].

Following this line of thought, the second way relates to employee management policies. Research
has shown that individuals are happier in organizations whose activity is developed within a
knowledge-intensive context, according to the theory of self-determination. There is also evidence
supporting a positive relationship between people who work in HEIs and their job satisfaction [21,47],
and that the academic environment has changed considerably in the last 20 to 30 years, with a significant
increase in academic and occupational stress [48]. This can be attributed to the perception of having
less autonomy and flexibility, increase in workload, ambiguity of roles, increase in the number of
students, limited time and funding, scarce resources, a highly competitive environment, perceived lack
of positive practices, poor supervision and poor relationships between coworkers [49,50].

Lastly, HEIs are organizations that are constantly transforming in the face of pressing needs,
seeking to improve their surrounding community’s sustainability, development and quality of life.
The capacity for survival and adaptability that HEIs have demonstrated through their history has
reinforced their strength to face relevant changes [51,52]. HEIs around the world are facing similar,
complex problems, emerging from serious challenges to their autonomy, academic freedom, research,
student work and evaluation, because of their dedication to building a global society that responds to
the ideals of greater solidarity, human and social development. Since this is a global trend with social,
cultural, political and economic implications, its significance underlines the need to better understand
the phenomenon by examining the factors and problems in global and local contexts [53].

3. Materials and Methods

The general objective of this research is to prospectively study the dimensions of organizational
happiness in staff of HEIs, specifically in three universities of Chile, Colombia and Spain. The specific
research goals are the following:

1. To reveal the perceptions of the three groups of experts (academics and support staff) regarding
the dimensions of organizational happiness within their respective HEIs.

2. To determine possible improvements or concrete actions suggested by the experts for each
sub-dimension, as a prospective tool for present decision-making processes.

3. To analyze how these perceptions contribute to SDG No. 3, within an organizational context.

Despite the obvious cultural and linguistic similarities between the three countries, there are a
few singularities that make this comparison interesting. Specifically, Hofstede’s indulgence dimension
refers to the extent to which people try to control their desires and impulses [54]. Citizens of indulgent
countries, i.e., Colombia and, to a lesser extent, Chile, are inclined to revel in leisure with a positive
outlook to life. According to the dimension scores published by [55], citizens living in more restricted
societies like Spain tend to be less optimistic while perceiving that indulgent behaviors should be
controlled. Similarly, the masculinity dimension varies between the studied countries, with Colombia
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leaning towards to a more masculine society, in which people are more concerned with success
and status than the more feminine culture and well-being-oriented Chilean society, or the neutral
Spain, where balancing and inclusive behaviors are more appreciated. Therefore, the perception of
organizational happiness might also differ between cases. Although there are some other aspects
related to the cultural and gender dimensions, as well as other cultural dimensions, these are the most
interesting features to consider for the specific purposes of this research.

This exploratory research was carried out using Delphi methodology complemented with the
mathematical tool Approximation of Qualitative Profiles (AQP). This tool obtains a synthesis value
through the distance function or defined measurement in a given data set to summarize the opinion
of experts regarding the future state of an indicator [56]. Arapé [56] states that prospective research
is useful for visualizing future scenarios and monitoring corrective management. A prospective
study, like this one, seeks to predict a certain behavior considering both internal and external factors
that may enable, contextualize and/or constrain the future action [57]. Thus, the use of the Delphi
technique [56,58,59] aims to build scenarios based on the behavior of one or several variables. In fact,
Murphy et al. [60] argue that the Delphi method has been frequently used to obtain information
about the future and has been defined as a method of structuring a group communication process,
which allows individuals, as a whole, to address a complex problem.

A questionnaire was prepared based on the six dimensions of organizational happiness according
to the extended PERMA model [12], to be evaluated based on the Likert scale shown in Table 1.
Each dimension has been divided into the subdimensions derived from a literature review in the form
of statements (see Table 2). The research has been developed considering scenarios ten years into
the future, which is estimated as the time it would take for these dimensions to be incorporated into
organizational decision-making in the field of people management.

Table 1. Likert scale with associated linguistic tags.

Number Associated Linguistic Tag

1 Significant decline
2 Decline
3 Mild decline
4 No change
5 Slight improvement
6 Improvement
7 Significant improvement

Since this was a cross-sectional study, the panel of surveyed experts consisted of several academic
and administrative staff, under permanent or temporary contracts working for the three universities.
The respondents were chosen through a non-probabilistic technique with a convenience sample,
which included academic and administrative staff from a macro-unit of each of the three HEIs. In the
Universidad de Atacama, and the Universidad Tecnológica de Bolívar, the study was conducted in
the Faculty of Engineering, and in the Universidad de Alicante, it was developed in the Institute
of Tourism Research. Most of the respondents were in teaching positions, which strengthened the
research because teachers are the most important drivers of the process of educational restructuring
and moving educational institutions toward sustainability [15].

All respondents were informed that they would be required to participate in a second round of
questions, and were assured that their identity would not be in any way disclosed to any third party.
They were also notified that their individual responses would be registered anonymously and treated
in an aggregated manner before they participated in the study.
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Table 2. Dimensions and subdimensions of organizational happiness.

Dimension Subdimension Referenced Works

Positive emotions

Positive attitude when problems in their area are discussed

[38,39,61–63]
Positive motivation with desire to work hard

Positive thoughts and feelings at work
Ability to disconnect when going home

Ability to manage stress (emotional effort)

Meaning

Interest in complementing work with that of others for a higher purpose

[12,38,61–64]
Feeling that the work is full of meaning and purpose
Interest in learning something new and interesting

Feeling that their work contributes to creating a better society
Feeling that their work is important in achieving the area’s goal

Reliable relationships

Ability to provide emotional and professional support when someone in their work needs it

[38,40,61,62,64]

Valuing the work of others
Satisfaction of feeling part of the work team in the area

Satisfaction of feeling accepted by coworkers
Interest in the well-being of those who make up the area

Interest in participating in social networks in the area
Trust between people in the area

Fair and respectful treatment among colleagues
Ability to resolve conflicts in an effort to achieve common goals

Engagement

Pride in belonging to the area where he or she works

[38,41–43,65]Considers work as inspirational
Pride in the work he or she does

Feel like going to work in the morning

Achievement and recognition

Support from the management

[12,38,61]
Recognition of their effort and achievements

Enough time to achieve the goals that have been set at work
Satisfaction with personal achievements obtained from work

Possibility of promotion in accordance with effort

Professional and personal development

Satisfaction because their work aligns with their interests, skills, and personality

[12,61,66]

Satisfaction because their work provides opportunities for growth and development
Possibility of receiving training to help them develop their careers

Time that allows for recreational, sports or leisure activities
Possibility of receiving feedback on their work

Possibility of expressing what they think and the need for their development
Possibility of having autonomy or freedom to guide the company’s development
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The questionnaire was sent out electronically on two occasions: in October and November 2019.
Each round corresponds to a step in the Delphi methodology. The first round gathered the individual
qualitative assessments of the respondents in regard to the organizational happiness dimensions, as well
as a set of open questions for the respondents to propose sustainable measures for organizational
happiness. The second round offered the participants feedback on the summarized values per
dimension, qualitative and quantitative, so that they could review and discuss their assessments and
prospects considering the overall perceptions.

The number of responses per case study and rounds of questions are shown in Table 3. In total,
43 responses were obtained in the first round and 36 in the second round. These numbers are considered
sufficient, since the recommended number is between ten and thirty for the current method [67,68].
In all cases, the expected sample size was met for the purpose of controlled feedback [56]. Lost responses
between rounds are a common and expected phenomenon in Delphi methodology [69]. The dates set
for each round (October and November 2019), were defined according to the research project planning
and the academic activity in the three universities, with prior coordination among the researchers.

Table 3. Reponses by country and round.

Chile Colombia Spain

1st round 19 12 12
2nd round 12 (63.2%) 12 (100%) 12 (100%)

To deal with the marked but reasonable variability of the opinions of the participants, the AQP
technique was applied to compute the basic range profile that best synthesizes the opinion of all
participants in the three universities [56]. Following this technique, the distance between the opinion
profile of the group and the seven basic profiles of ranges from i, equaling one to seven, is calculated.
This is represented as (1):

d
(
OG, Ci

)
(1)

where:

OG = Scale that associates numbers with each opinion profile of the group.

Ci = The seven basic profiles of ranges, in this case i = 1 to 7.

In the second round of opinion, there were similar distance functions related to concepts of
topology in mathematics because, in all three universities, there were twelve opinions of experts each,
as represented in (2).

| · |i =

 12∑
j=1

∣∣∣O G j −C i j
∣∣∣i

1
i

(2)

where:

Ci
i
j = jth component of Ci

OG j = jth component of the twelve of OG

According to the proposed methodology, the NORMA-1- (‖·‖1) distance was initially used.
When two or more basic profiles of ranges with equal distance to the opinion profile of the group was
the outcome, then the NORMA-2- (‖·‖2) distance was used [56].

4. Results

4.1. Control Variables

Before analyzing the research results, a Chi-squared test was used to analyze if there were any
differences in the perspectives of the consulted experts with respect to some control variables, such as
gender, country and tenure, on the probability of finding happiness at work.
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In this instance, as seen in Table 4, 100% of the women and 75% of the men believe that they can
be happy in their workplace. Furthermore, 25% of Chilean male respondents do not believe workplace
happiness is possible. In these three cases, the respondents have been at the institution for more
than twelve years, and each one justifies their response differently: (a) there is little time to develop
professionally, (b) organizational leadership is disastrous and (c) that the work environment is bad.
An χ2 test result was 2.553 (dof = 1) with a p-value of 0.110; therefore, it cannot be said that there are
any significant differences between men and women in their belief regarding attaining happiness at
work. In addition, χ2 = 4.074 (dof = 2) with a p-value of 0.13 means that there are no significant gender
differences between countries either.

Table 4. Belief in happiness being found at work by gender.

Country Men Percentage Women Percentage

Chile Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No
9 3 75% 25% 7 0 100% 0%

Colombia Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No
5 0 100% 0% 7 0 100% 0%

Spain Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No
7 0 100% 0% 5 0 100% 0%

4.2. First Round

Although this study has a prospective approach, it was considered relevant to include the results
of the first round of the survey, in the capacity of a primary input for decision-making. As stated
earlier, in the first round, the instrument was applied to 43 people who work in universities in Chile
(19), Colombia (12) and Spain (12). In this round, participants had to allocate scores from one to seven
to certain statements occurring in six dimensions of happiness. The current scenario is first scored,
then the future one and finally, the respondents suggest corrective actions to reach a maximum score.

In relation to the current and future evaluation, it could be seen that in all dimensions of the
model, Chile was below the global average, Colombia was above the average, and Spain was above
or equal to the global average. Spain’s evaluations, current and future, were all bordering on a score
of six.

The next step in the research was to consider each happiness dimension separately. When asked
about possible harmful factors, the respondents had focused on three ideas. The factor with the
greatest impact is the work environment (dishonesty, individualism, distrust, etc.). Then, there is
lack of direction (incompetent, bad practices, conflict of interest, among others) and impartiality
and favoritism. In Chile, work climate and lack of direction stand out; in Colombia, work climate,
impartiality, and favoritism; and in Spain, only the work climate is mentioned.

On the positive side, when asked for proposals of specific actions that would help reach
the maximum score in each subdimension, only 50% of the total respondents provided possible
improvement measures. Some of the proposed actions for achieving organizational happiness are
summarized in Table 5. This table recaps the most representative ideas that were repeated by different
respondents and answers the second research proposition.

With respect to the most relevant dimensions of organizational happiness for HEI professionals
in the countries studied, it can be established that all of them present an optimistic outlook for the
future: the future evaluation in 100% of the cases was higher than the current one. This is illustrated in
Figure 1. The dimension Achievement and recognition obtained the greatest dispersion in its responses,
with a standard deviation of 1.7 points. The worst-scored question arose under the Professional and
personal development dimension, in which the respondents claimed they did not have enough time
for recreational, sports or leisure activities. In the Meaning dimension, all respondents expressed
considerable interest in learning something new and interesting.
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In general, the synthesis scores tend to be homogeneous for each dimension regardless of the
ranking above or below average scores. Experts were asked for feedback only for the first-round
scores, since the focus of the second set of questions is on prospective values, that is, the outlook of the
dimensions under study.

4.3. Second Round

In the second round, the survey was answered by 36 people, 12 for each university involved.
The dimensions and subdimensions of organizational happiness are the same as in the first round,
as described in Table 2.

The synthesis values for each major dimension of organizational happiness were calculated with
the AQP tool, yielding relevant scores related to the most representative scenarios of the respondent’s
desired future. These results have been presented by dimension and could be a primary input for
decision-making regarding happiness at work in HEIs. The results for the three universities are
illustrated in Table 6.

The results reflect the perceived reality about organizational happiness in academic environments,
showing a strong tendency toward expressions six (improvement) and seven (significant improvement)
for most of its dimensions. The Meaning dimension had the best average score among the respondents,
since most expressed considerable interest in learning something new and interesting. The Positive
Emotions dimension is one of the critical areas of happiness management to be prioritized; that is,
work should be done to promote positive experiences and emotions among the staff, enabling them to
innovate and take pleasure in their work.

According to the results of the exploratory scenario by country, for Chile, by the end of 2030,
two-thirds of the indicators are expected to improve and one-third are expected to show significant
improvement. In the case of the Colombian panel, it is expected that by the end of 2030, one-third of
the indicators will show improvement, while the other two-thirds will show significant improvement.
In the case of the Spanish institution, by the end of 2030, 100% of the indicators are expected to show
improvement. A comparison of the results by dimensions and countries is illustrated in Figure 2.
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Table 5. Proposed actions for organizational happiness by country and dimension.

Country Positive Emotions Meaning Relationships Engagement Achievements Development

Chile

Time for family life.
Change of paradigms

toward positivism.
Balance the workload in

teaching, research,
commitment,

and management.
Making fair decisions.

Improve communication.
Reinforce critical thinking.

Constructive communication.
Generation of a community

with inclusive interest groups.
Generate practice of new

ideas and incorporate
sustainable development.
Practice the assessment of

academic contributions.
Lead with goals of
greater relevance.
Practice openness

in knowledge.

Improve the work
environment.

Practice informal
conversation.

Work toward leadership.
Work on open-mindedness

toward differences and
diversity in thinking.

Companionship meetings.
Practice respect, tolerance,

and good language.
Practice fair treatment.

Equitable plans.
Coaching to leave the battle

between egos behind.

Make the area visible
to the community.

Recognize progress.
Reflect on the

progress achieved.
Support from
management.

Respect autonomy.

Validate authorities.
Recognize tasks.
Review excess
academic load

Review incentive
and recognition.

Review administrative
processes with equity.

Balance time for teaching,
research, engagement,

and management tasks.
Form work teams for more

ambitious goals.

Improve assessment instruments
Communication and
work environment.

Possibility of having
specialized training.

An intimate cafeteria for
conversation is required.

Tolerance to differences and
diversity of thought.

Regularization of
academic careers.

Encourage academic promotion.
Fostering collaborative

environments.

Colombia

Efficient management
of resources.

Willingness to change.
Generation of spaces for

interaction outside
the classroom.

Prioritize activities aimed
at focusing on the self.

Greater participation of
program managers in

decision-making.
Improve planning of

the area.
Efficient and consistent

assignment of tasks
Balance the workload in

teaching, research,
extension,

and administration.

Encourage teamwork.
Generation of healthy spaces

for discussion on the
importance of teaching in the

building of society.
Programs on stress

management
Publicize organizational
policies and strategies at

all levels.
Clarity in the objectives and

results expected from
the staff.

Motivation.
Knowledge of how the

faculty operates.
Recognition of achievements.

Trust and empathy
between peers.

Recognition for the work.
Maintain common goals

and interests.
Promote spaces for recreation.

Detect potential causes
of conflict.

Training in topics related to
human relations
and proactivity.

Efficient feedback of
performance.

Improve communication
with students and graduates.

Work in what you are
passionate about
Generate identity

with the departmental
and institutional goals.

Align personal and
institutional interests.

Improve economic
conditions.

Recognition of work.
Motivational talks.

Socialization of
achievement.

Improve the planning and
organization of the work of

the faculty.
Encourage staff to take on

new challenges.
Promote based on

experience, commitment,
and performance.

Concentration in the areas
of expertise to achieve

better results.

Work with passion.
Know more about the plans and

incentives to achieve the
faculty’s goals.

Maintain communication
channels.

Empathy between peers.
Prioritize recreational or leisure

activities.
More flexible hours.

Generate spaces to express needs.
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Table 5. Cont.

Country Positive Emotions Meaning Relationships Engagement Achievements Development

Spain

Stress management.
Mindfulness classes.

Work-life balance
Leisure time.

Collaboration between
colleagues.

Impactful work.
Encourage teamwork.

Improve recognition at the
institutional level.
Free up work time

to innovate.
Greater social recognition of

the profession.

Help the youngest.
Improve leadership.
Instill engagement

in everyone.
Separate professional and

personal relationships.

Management of
conflict resolution.

Improving self-esteem in
those who need it.

Leadership and presence
of the bosses.

Improve and publicize
the causes of

professional promotion.
Bureaucracy prevents the

use of time for more
creative tasks.
Recognition of

classmates.

Always achieve the
support of the boss.

Achieve external
recognition.

Balancing workload.
Promote according to the

level of effort.
Eliminate favoritism and
recognize the true work

of years.

More human and less
technical training.

Spaces to express what one
thinks and feels.

Live longer and work less
Improve communication

channels.

Table 6. Results of the second round: prospective values of happiness dimensions in Chile, Colombia, and Spain.

Chile Positive Emotions Meaning Relationships Engagement Achievements Development

Synthesis value (6) (7) (6) (6) (7) (6)

Tag Improvement Significant improvement Improvement Improvement Significant improvement Improvement

Colombia Positive emotions Meaning Relationships Engagement Achievements Development

Synthesis value (6) (7) (7) (7) (6) (7)

Tag Improvement Significant improvement Significant improvement Significant improvement Improvement Significant improvement

Spain Positive emotions Meaning Relationships Engagement Achievements Development

Synthesis value (6) (6) (6) (6) (6) (6)

Tag Improvement Improvement Improvement Improvement Improvement Improvement
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5. Discussion

Happiness is understood as part of the quality of life, representing the highest level of well-being.
Thus, the combination of sustainability and quality of life or happiness can be considered as the fourth
pillar of sustainability [70]. The results of this research paper support the premise that organizational
happiness dimensions are important and that their management should be a priority. This confirms the
importance of strengthening the dimensions characterizing the concept of organizational happiness to
improve performance and productivity, as studied by [9,22–24], without forgetting the implementation
of occupational health prevention policies [71], since happiness becomes real when quality of life is
sustainable [70].

The results obtained from this research regarding its first goal, to reveal the perceptions of the
three groups of experts (academics and support staff) regarding the dimensions of organizational
happiness within their respective HEIs, suggest that academics and support staff believe that the
dimensions of organizational happiness may experiment improvement and significant improvement
within knowledge-intensive work contexts. This is similar to the results regarding happiness at work
presented by Salas et al. [21]. Although the differences between countries are not large, Spain’s slight
lower prospects concur with the less indulgent character of its culture. In addition, Chile’s feminine
society is reflected in the fact that it was the only country where some respondents attested to not being
able to find happiness at work. Colombian respondents, for their part, were the most optimistic ones
in both rounds, as befits the most indulgent country. This means that different practices might work
differently depending on the environment and the social expectations.

Our results also show how professionals in these institutions are demanding organizational
environments which provide stability, continuous opportunities for growth in the company, an excellent
work environment where the dimensions of autonomy, recognition, ongoing feedback, meaning
and continuous identification with their work exist. However, despite these positive prospects of
organizational happiness in the academic industry, there is evidence that the academic environment
has changed considerably in the last 20 to 30 years, with a significant increase in stress and
occupational health [48], due to the perception of having less autonomy as well as increases in
workload, time constraints, highly competitive environments, a perceived lack of positive practices
or poor relationships between coworkers [49,50]. Mohammed et al. [72] posit that some HEI staff

show undesirable levels of work stress, motivation and satisfaction. Therefore, they recommend
organizational offerings such as stress relief programs, wellness fairs and memberships to health
clubs; stress management workshops; the use of mobile applications to relieve stress; review of job
descriptions to reduce work-related demands; changes in leadership styles that align with the culture
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of the staff; reevaluation of the organizational structure; and better communication between workplace
administration and the staff.

To determine future improvement actions related to organizational happiness, it is necessary to
identify what is considered relevant by the HEIs’ staff, and a way to do so is by asking them directly.
The proposed actions, given by the survey’s respondents to our third research goal, were generally
aligned with the institution’s strategic objectives, looking to improve their productivity when teaching,
doing research and building a connection with the community and the management itself. Specifically,
some of the proposed actions across countries for achieving organizational happiness were; for example,
encourage teamwork, improve communication, work-life balance, recognition of achievements, align
personal and institutional interests, empathy between peers, free up work time to innovate and
maintain common goals and interests.

The most relevant practical implication of this research, a result of the analysis of how these
perceptions contribute to SDG No. 3 within an organizational context would be that the development of
positive practices in HEIs for managing organizational happiness could yield better performance levels
and sustainable workplaces, which in turn would positively contribute to a sustainable and healthy
society. It is suggested then, that HEIs leaders and personnel managers identify how to generate
activities to contribute to organizational health and well-being. In other words, efforts should be
made toward developing an organizational environment that leads to the achievement of satisfaction
and happiness at work, promoting adequate job designs, continuous training, career and succession
plans, autonomy, meaning, job stability, safety and health, good compensation and benefits, balance of
personal and work life, flexibility and recognition, among others, conditions that ensure a true win-win
relationship between employees and their company.

In sum, we found that, in terms of organizational happiness, very promising results are expected
by the year 2030, since all the dimensions are manifested to improve and/or significantly improve
to some degree. This should be thought-provoking because in these times of global social pressures
and of questioning the relevance of institutions, it can be seen from the universities studied that there
is a general positive outlook regarding the dimensions of organizational happiness for the future.
The following question then arises: is a management plan for organizational happiness necessary,
considering that the results of this research are so positive and promising? That remains a challenge
for future research.

6. Conclusions, Limitations of the Study and Future Research Lines

The objective of this research is to analyze the perception of organizational happiness dimensions
for HEIs for the next ten years, specifically at the Universidad de Atacama (Chile), Universidad
Tecnológica de Bolívar (Colombia) and the Universidad de Alicante (Spain). The results support
an imminent and significant improvement in the dimensions related to Positive emotions, Meaning,
Reliable relationships, Engagement, Achievement and recognition and Professional and personal
development as applied to HEIs.

The results presented in this article have demonstrated the importance of incorporating the
concept of happiness management at the organizational level, thus concurring with Fernández [12]
and Gutiérrez [13]. The results also encourage reflection on the importance of well-being, quality of life
at work and the happiness of staff in the academic development of the institutions, for enabling better
performance of their organizational tasks, and pushing toward ethically sustainable environments.
In other words, work must be done to promote positive experiences and emotions among staff that
allow them to innovate in their work and feel pleasure in what they do.

All three expert panels reflect a similar perceived reality regarding organizational happiness,
showing a strong tendency toward expressions of significant improvement. Hence, optimistic future
outlooks over the next ten years, regarding the management of organizational happiness dimensions
are shown as potential pillars for the implementation of sustainable development practices for people
management in HEIs.
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One of the limitations of this study is the limited number of experts available for the Delphi
study. Therefore, the results of this study cannot be expanded to the general population, since its
methodological design is based on a cross-sectional study of a sample of academics and support
staff from HEIs in Spain, Colombia and Chile. It is thus suggested to expand this study to other
environments for a contextual analysis of the processes and outcomes of happiness management
policies for the development of SDG No. 3. In particular, future researchers could follow the
recommendations of Skevington and Epton’s work [73] to generate subjective measures for the SDGs to
show (a) reliability and validity measurement properties, at a global, regional and national level; (b) an
ability to detect positive and negative changes, reflecting experience; (c) acceptability for different
cultures and feasibility of use; (d) an evaluation of decision-makers and professionals; (e) the ability to
assess healthy people and unhealthy populations; (f) inequalities between groups; and (g) standard
procedures to allow cultural adaptation, translation and standardization of new languages. Therefore,
this research is open to a wide range of future extensions.

Finally, it would be interesting to conduct a future study on the quantitative investigation of the
indicators of organizational happiness dimensions, using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) tools.
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