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What is Emotions at Work 

Emotions at Work is an innovative research methodology that investigates employee 

experience by combining established H.R. indicators (e.g. employee satisfaction, employee 

engagement etc.) with employees’ emotions experienced in relation with their workplace, 

their direct managers, and colleagues. 

 

Why Use Emotions at Work 

Employees spend a large proportion of their time at the workplace and develop complex 

relationships with co-workers, superiors (managers) and external stakeholders. 

Considering the complexity of interactions and the length of time spent at work, it is natural 

for employees to experience a carousel of emotions at the workplace. 

Compared to established H.R. surveys, Emotions at Work provides much richer insights on 

employees' experience. 

 

How Emotions at Work works  

Emotions at Work consists of an online survey (15-20 min long).  

The first part of the survey investigates several established H.R. KPIs such as satisfaction with 

the company as a workplace, employee engagement, employee commitment, satisfaction 

with direct manager etc. 

The second part investigates the emotions experienced by employees towards their direct 

manager and towards the overall job at the company. 

Relationships between H.R. KPIs are investigated through thorough statistical analysis. Based 

on the data collected, Emotions at Work groups employees into segments and provides 

detailed descriptions of each group's experience at work. 

Emotions at work provides H.R. professionals with rich insights on what kind of challenges 

employees face and with details on who needs more support.   

 

Enjoy the Emotions at Work Case Study!  

http://www.naumof.com/
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Abstract: A pilot study investigated employee satisfaction and wellbeing at the 

workplace by asking employees about the emotions they experience at work.  

 

The seven basic emotions (Ekman and Friesen 1971) – Happiness, Surprise, Fear, 

Anger, Sadness, Disgust and Contempt were used.  

 

Using data on emotions experienced at work combined with data on employee 

satisfaction and engagement, we identified three groups (segments) of 

employees with distinct profiles on satisfaction and wellbeing at the workplace.  

 

The study’s most remarkable feature is the rich insights obtained with minimal 

intrusion in employees’ daily activities.  

 

Relationships between established employee satisfaction and engagement 

indicators and emotions experienced at work were investigated.  

 

Happiness at the workplace is strongly correlated with all established measures, 

while disgust and sadness at the workplace have strong negative correlations 

with the established indicators of employee satisfaction and engagement.     

http://www.naumof.com/
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Introduction 

 

In today’s economic and social contexts companies need to deploy more creativity and 

innovation in order to preserve and expand their business. The productivity competition 

becomes more of a race of 

minds rather than a race of 

arms. Moreover, the 

increasing costs of 

recruitment, training and 

retention of talent make 

employee satisfaction and 

wellbeing highly relevant for 

more and more organizations. 

Research on employee satisfaction and wellbeing focuses on indicators such as employee 

satisfaction, employee engagement, satisfaction with direct manager etc. 

Acknowledging the value of this type of research, we propose a different and 

complementary approach on researching employee wellbeing (in a broad sense) through 

the investigation of emotions experienced at the workplace.  

 
 

 

The productivity competition becomes 

more of a race of minds rather than a 

race of arms. 

Employees spend a large proportion of their time at the 

workplace and develop complex relationships with co-workers, 

superiors (managers) and external stakeholders. Considering 

the complexity of interactions and the length of time spent at 

work, it is natural for employees to experience a carousel of 

emotions at the workplace. This assertion does not exclude the 

facts that employees are behaving in a professional manner 

and that they rely on reasoned judgment in their daily work. 

http://www.naumof.com/
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Why Emotions are Important 

Emotions are automated (instinctual) responses to external stimuli. The seven basic emotions 

we investigated are universal – i.e. they exist and manifest virtually identically in all human 

beings.  

Emotions are evolutionary adaptations that allowed the human species to develop and 

thrive. Sometimes emotions come in conflict with economic rationality, yet they were / are 

extremely valuable in encouraging beneficial behaviors and discouraging detrimental 

behaviors from an evolutionary perspective.  

Emotions influence judgment and 

behavior at both conscious and un-

conscious levels.  

Sometimes we are conscious, aware of 

these influences, but other times (most 

of the times?) we are unaware of their 

influences.  

The affect heuristic (Slovic et. al. 2002) is a mental shortcut which uses feelings (emotions) 

as clues for decision-making. When faced with a difficult question / decision, we sometimes 

use our feelings (whether they are related or not to the topic) as cues for answering the 

difficult question. For example, it is very difficult to evaluate the work of a dentist, but we 

can easily assess how we feel during the procedure or about our dentist. Thus, when asked 

about the quality of the dental work, our answer will be strongly influenced by our feelings. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What we feel influences how 

we think and what we do. 

http://www.naumof.com/
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Pilot Study Methodology  

We ran a pilot study investigating emotions experienced at the workplace at a technology 

company based in the USA. We collected data from employees via a survey on happiness 

with the direct manager and on the emotions experienced at their job with the company in 

the past year.  

We used the seven basic emotions identified by Prof. Paul Ekman (Ekman and Friesen 1971): 

Happiness, Surprise, Fear, Anger, Sadness, Disgust and Contempt. Details on the seven basic 

emotions are available in Appendix 1.  

In a previous survey, the company had collected data from employees on employee 

engagement, satisfaction with direct manager and overall satisfaction with the company as 

a workplace. The HR department provided administrative data on job performance 

evaluation and length of employment with the company. 

 

Segmentation Analysis 

We ran a segmentation analysis using the variables: Employee Engagement, Satisfaction with 

Direct Manager, Happiness with Direct Manager, Happiness, Sadness, Anger, Contempt, 

Disgust, Fear, and Surprise at the workplace. The segmentation analysis revealed that there 

are three segments in the investigated sample.  

We named these segments: The All-good-ers, The Strugglers and The Resigned. Table 1 

shows the means on several variables for each segment. Figure 1 presents the three 

segments and the mean scores for each indicator analyzed for which there are statistically 

significant differences among segments. 

The segmentation analysis, which used both established indicators of 

employee satisfaction and wellbeing and emotions experienced at the 

workplace, produced insights-rich results. It provided the company with 

specific areas where to direct its HR efforts and resources in order to 

improve employee wellbeing (in a broad sense).  

The use of emotions at work in the segmentation analysis pinpointed the 

employees who have difficulties at work and, most importantly, provided 

valuable insights on the particularities of issues and challenges faced by 

members of each segment.  

http://www.naumof.com/


7 
©Nick Naumof www.naumof.com  

Figure 1. Indicators per segment. 

 

Table 1. Summary of Segments  

 Segment 1 

The All-Good-ers 

Segment 2 

The Strugglers  

Segment 3 

The Resigned 

Satisfaction with company as a workplace 4.63 3.92 3.69 

Employee Engagement 4.30 3.89 3.45 

Satisfaction with Direct Manager 4.70 4.20 3.34 

Happiness with Direct Manager 4.07 3.31 0 

Happiness at workplace 4.26 3.58 2.44 

Anger at workplace 0.37 1.96 1.63 

Fear at workplace 0.74 1.19 1.69 

Sadness at workplace 0.30 1.31 1.31 

Disgust at workplace 0.22 1.58 1.25 

Contempt at workplace 0.15 2.04 1.13 

Job Performance ^ 4.16 (NSD) 3.89 (NSD) 3.6 (NSD) 

Length of employment (in months) 18  33.42  22.46  

Surprise at workplace NSD NSD NSD 

^ The analysis for job performance was done using the participants on which we had the available data. 

NSD = no statistically significant difference. 
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T H E  A L L - G O O D - E R S T H E  S T R U G G L E R S T H E  R E S I G N E D S A M P L E  M E A N

INDICATORS PER SEGMENT

Satisfaction with company as a workplace Employee Engagement

Satisfaction with Direct Manager Happiness with Direct Manager

Happiness at workplace Anger at workplace

Fear at workplace Sadness at workplace

Disgust at workplace Contempt at workplace
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Segment 1 – The All-Good-ers  

 

The All-good-ers are the poster children of happy employees. They are very satisfied with 

their jobs, with the relationships with their line managers, with the work environment 

(judging by the emotions they experience at work) and they are highly engaged with their 

jobs. They differ significantly from both other segments on these above-mentioned 

indicators.  

They have very good relationships with their managers and co-workers and present very low 

risk of damaging work relationships and the overall work environment, of leaving the 

company and of potentially damaging behaviors towards the company such as 

badmouthing, making formal complaints and starting legal action against the company. We 

know this from the extremely low levels of disgust and contempt and high level of happiness 

experienced at the workplace.  

Fear is the only negative emotion on which they don’t score exceptionally low. However, 

among the all-good-ers the mean level of fear is 0.74 (sample mean of 1.13) which is not 

concerning. In fact, low levels of fear can be beneficial.     

The all-good-ers are the employee group with the shortest employment with the company: 

an average of 18 months.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.naumof.com/
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Segment 2 – The Strugglers  

 
The strugglers are characterized by ambivalent emotions at their work place. Their employee 

engagement level is moderate and they have good relationships with their line managers in 

terms of both satisfaction and happiness with direct manager. They distinguish themselves 

from the other segments through the length of employment with the company – an average 

of more than 33 months. 

At their jobs at the company, the strugglers experience moderate levels of happiness (in 

between the one experienced by the all-good-ers and those felt by the resigned). However, 

they experience also moderately high (relative to the sample mean) levels of negative 

emotions. With the exception of contempt at the workplace, on all other negative emotions, 

the strugglers are not significantly different from the resigned.  

Contempt is the negative emotion with the highest mean among the strugglers, and higher 

than that of the resigned. The source of the contempt is not the direct manager. Contempt 

does not correlate with either satisfaction with direct manager or with happiness with direct 

manager.   

For the strugglers, contempt comes from either a lack of desired change or from negative 

predictions that are confirmed by reality (contempt is associated with a lower level of surprise 

– negative correlation: -0.50**). At the overall sample level, surprise and contempt are not 

correlated. An analysis on the other two segments showed that for the all-good-ers 

contempt and surprise are not correlated, while for the resigned they are positively 

correlated (.56*). 

http://www.naumof.com/
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On satisfaction with the company as a workplace, employee engagement, satisfaction with 

direct manager and happiness with direct manager, the strugglers are significantly lower 

than the all-good-ers, but still score high in absolute value. With the exception of satisfaction 

with the company as a workplace, they are significantly different, having higher scores, from 

the resigned.  

Probably, the most striking difference between the strugglers and the resigned is that former 

report moderate levels of happiness in their relationship with their direct managers, whereas 

all of the resigned reported zero happiness with their direct managers, the strugglers have 

a mean score equal to the overall sample mean.  

The strugglers make predictions about their goals that are (systematically) disconfirmed 

(surprise and sadness at the workplace are correlated 0.58**).  

The strugglers respond to fear with anger (anger and fear at the workplace correlate at 

0.43*) and even if they don’t succeed in achieving their goals, they keep trying instead of 

falling into sadness (resigning). Unlike in the case of the resigned, for the strugglers, the 

cyclical evolution of emotions from fear to anger to fear to sadness is not complete (neither 

anger nor fear correlate to sadness at the workplace). 
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Segment 3 – The Resigned  

 
The resigned are people who do their jobs well (i.e. their job performance scores don’t differ 

significantly from the other segments). They find little pleasure at work and they experience 

moderately high levels of negative emotions at the workplace.  

They have poor (bad?) relationships with their direct managers (relatively low scores on 

satisfaction with direct manager and 0 score on happiness with direct manager). 

The resigned score moderately low on satisfaction with the company as a workplace, 

employee engagement and happiness at workplace. 

At their workplace, the resigned experience moderately high levels of all negative emotions. 

In this aspect, they differ significantly from the all-good-ers, but not from the Strugglers 

(except for contempt). Although the scores on negative emotions are not very high in 

absolute values, they are worrisome, even alarming. Very high levels of such negative 

emotions are unlikely to appear in such a survey because either people left the company or 

didn’t answer the survey.  

The resigned go through the full cycle of evolution from fear to anger and to sadness. It 

suggests that they gave-up fighting (are resigned). 

They are faced with high unpredictability at their workplace (there are very strong and high 

correlations between surprise and fear, sadness and disgust at the workplace).  

The resigned experience / witness unexpected transgressions of social (moral) norms at the 

workplace (high correlation between surprise and disgust). These transgressions negatively 

influence employee engagement and satisfaction with the company as a workplace. 

http://www.naumof.com/
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The resigned have repeatedly tried to achieve some goals and failed. They attribute failure 

mainly to others (i.e. co-workers, managers) and less to their own shortcomings. As a 

consequence, alongside sadness, they feel contempt (a very dangerous emotion at the 

workplace). They believe that they know better and that those who are perceived the source 

of failure are inferior and worthy of spite (correlation between Sadness and Contempt at the 

workplace 0.70**). It is possible that (some of) the resigned will either leave the company or 

(will) have very poor relationships with co-workers. The company needs to give special 

attention to the members of this segment because it is possible to improve the situation. 

The absolute values of the scores on negative emotions experienced at the workplace are 

not very high (<2 on a scale from 0 to 5) which means that it is still possible to intervene. 

Changing the department or the direct manager are possible ways of improving the 

situation. Before making such changes, the HR department needs to identify the source(s) 

of negative emotions. 
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Relationships between established H.R. KPIs 
and emotions experienced at the workplace 

 

Satisfaction with the company as a workplace correlates positively with Happiness with direct 

manager and Happiness at the workplace. It correlates negatively to Contempt, Disgust, 

Fear, Anger, and Sadness at the workplace.  

Employee Engagement correlates positively with Happiness with direct Manager, Happiness 

at the workplace. It correlates negatively with Surprise at the workplace, Anger, Fear, Disgust 

and Sadness at the workplace. It does not correlate with contempt at the workplace. 

Satisfaction with direct Manager correlates positively with Happiness with direct Manager 

and Happiness at the workplace. It correlates negatively with Anger, Fear, Disgust and 

Sadness at the workplace. It does not correlate with Contempt. 
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Advantages of investigating employee 
experience with Emotions at Work 

Investigating emotions experienced at the workplace is a subtle and parsimonious 

methodology for research on employee satisfaction and wellbeing. We believe this particular 

methodology has several advantages over established HR surveys. Some of these 

advantages are presented below:  

Gather rich insights with minimal intrusion in employees’ daily work 

Investigating emotions at the workplace is minimally intrusive in employees’ work activities. 

Traditional surveys used in HR research are, usually, lengthy and require respondents to 

spend a considerable amount of time (up to one hour) to answer them. Time spent on filling 

in questionnaires is time not spent on their job tasks.  

Using the Emotions at Work methodology we obtained rich insights with minimal intrusion 

in employees’ daily activities. The emotions we investigate have well defined meanings and 

implications, thus by asking employees about the emotions they experience at work, we 

obtain a considerable amount of information.  

Avoid self-censorship and social desirably bias 

Investigating emotions at the workplace gives insights on issues that for many people are 

sensitive and they would be reluctant to express themselves without censoring their answers. 

For example, the insight that the resigned experience / witness transgressions of social 

(moral) norms would be very difficult to obtain through other surveys. This type of insights 

is uncovered using different research methodologies such as in-depth interviews, which 

require considerably more time.  

Investigate unconscious influencers of judgment and behavior 

In many cases people are not consciously aware if and how even subtle emotions influence 

how they think and what they do. For example, in an HR context, some employees might 

not be consciously aware that disgust is an underlying motivator of reluctance to 

(meaningfully) interact with another co-worker.  

Collecting data about emotions at the workplace gives valuable insight on some of the very 

strong influencers of behavior. Moreover, investigating emotions at the workplace can 

provide HR teams with early warnings on deteriorating relationships or work environment.

 

 

http://www.naumof.com/
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Get Emotions at Work for Your Company 

 

We are always looking for companies willing to adopt the Emotions at Work method to 

investigate employee experience. With each project we run for a client, we improve the 

Emotions at Work methodology. 

 

If your organization has at least 200 members and you are interested in investigating 

employee experience, contact us. 

  

We offer great rates for these early projects using the Emotions at Work methodology. 

 

Join the Emotions at Work Project 
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Appendix 1. The seven basic emotions  

Prof. Paul Ekman identified seven basic emotions that are universal. The specific facial expressions of 

these emotions are perceived identically across the world: from Ivy League students to tribal 

populations in Africa (Ekman and Friesen 1971). These emotions are: Happiness, Surprise, Fear, Anger, 

Sadness, Disgust and Contempt.  

  

1 

Happiness 

Happiness is a broad-spectrum emotion that encompasses positive feelings. Happiness 

includes accomplishment, joy, amusement, satisfaction etc. 

 

2 

Surprise 

Surprise is the only basic emotions that is neutral. However, it can be followed by either 

happiness or negative emotions. Surprise occurs when: (a) we have predicted something 

will happen and it does not happen as expected; (b) we have predicted something will 

happen and it does not happen at all; (c) Unpredicted things occur. 

From an H.R., business perspective, surprise is a measure of lack of predictability and 

stability. While some level of surprise is unavoidable and even desired (creativity and 

innovation involve surprise), high levels of surprise illustrate insufficient stability within 

the organization. 

 

3 

Fear 

Fear is an unpleasant emotion caused by the perception of someone or something is 

threatening. The responses to fear are: (a) freeze, (b) run and (c) fight. Not all fear is bad. 

Sporadic and low-level fear can be beneficial: it keeps us alert and down to earth. Long-

term, frequent fear is highly detrimental because it erodes an individual’s willpower, self-

confidence and leads to very high levels of stress. 

 

4 

Anger 

Anger is the fight response to fear. It inspires strong, even aggressive feelings and 

behaviors aimed at removing the source of threat. When experiencing anger, people 

narrow their focus on three dimensions: (a) time: the focus is on now; (b) social:  the focus 

is on the self or the in-group; (c) scope: the focus is on the source of threat. Anger is a 

short-lived emotion which if it is not dealt with, usually, transforms into sadness. 

 

5 

Sadness 

Sadness summarizes feelings of loss, disadvantage, helplessness, despair, grief, 

disappointment and sorrow. We experience sadness when things are not going as we 

wished and we are not able to do anything about it. At the workplace, sadness is strongly 

related to unfulfilled goals, particularly when one has put in a lot of effort and the source 

of failure is perceived to be independent of the individual.  

 

http://www.naumof.com/
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6 

Disgust 

Disgust is a very powerful avoid emotion that evolved to keep us from entering in contact 

with things that could cause harm through contamination. Alongside the biological 

component, disgust has a social dimension. We feel disgust towards individuals and 

behaviors that are violating rules, (moral) norms, taboos etc. The natural, automatic 

reaction to disgust is that of distancing ourselves from the source of disgust very quickly 

and to continue avoiding it. 

 

7 

Contempt 

Contempt is the feeling that a person is beneath consideration, worthless, or deserving 

scorn. A person who feels contempt towards other(s) perceives them as less intelligent 

or less knowledgeable, less important, less powerful, less moral or ethical. Contempt is 

the only basic emotion that is felt only towards other people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fear, anger and sadness are strongly inter-related and one emotion can transform 

into another. Fear can transform into anger (the fight response to fear). Angry 

behavior is intended to generate fear in the source of threat. If the angry behavior 

did not have the intended outcome, anger can re-become fear. Unresolved fear or 

having to run from the threat can lead to sadness. In turn, sadness can re-become 

fear if there is a revival in the source of threat. 

http://www.naumof.com/
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