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FINDING LIGHT IN OUR WORK: A NOTE OF HOPE AND HONESTY

This book is for anyone who has ever felt like work is an endless weight—for those who wake up with dread, count the hours until the day ends, and wonder if there’s any real joy left in the job they have. It’s for the ones who want to believe—who need to believe—that even in the jobs that challenge us most, there’s a way to feel alive, inspired, and proud of what we do.

Most of us have a job. We wake up each day, pour our coffee, and step into the steady rhythm of work—a rhythm that, according to scientific estimates, fills over 90,000 hours of our lives. But for many, those hours can feel like an endless loop: waking up tired, moving through the day in a fog, and waiting for the moment we can finally unplug and breathe. We tell ourselves that happiness at work will come—when the boss quits, when the coworkers change, or when we finally find a better job. And while those changes might help, they often don’t happen. We end up feeling stuck, waiting for happiness to arrive from somewhere outside of us.

For many, that hope starts to feel like a distant dream. But here’s what both science and the stories of workers around the world have shown us—stories gathered through years of listening, interviewing, and learning from people in all kinds of jobs and cultures: we don’t have to wait for everything around us to change. Real transformation can begin inside. When we shift the small, daily ways we show up to work—how we breathe, how we move, how we speak to ourselves, how we relate to others—we start to rewire our brain and reshape our experience. Even if the world around us stays the same, we begin to change. A quiet dignity emerges. A renewed energy. A new way of seeing what we already have.

That’s what this book is about: how to find light, even in jobs we didn’t choose—or can’t leave. Even in jobs we hate, dislike, or quietly believe are killing us slowly. It’s about remembering that within those 90,000 hours, there’s still space to feel joy, to offer our best, to grow, and to find meaning that goes beyond a paycheck.

The steps in this book may surprise you with their simplicity. Happiness at work doesn’t require fancy tools or special degrees. While some chapters will dive into the science that makes these ideas so powerful, the practices themselves are grounded and accessible to anyone—no matter your role or background. You don’t need to be a neuroscientist to feel these changes. You just need a bit of willingness, and an open mind.

That’s the beauty of it: these are small shifts—tiny rituals—available to everyone. Even if we’re new to these ideas or don’t want to dig too deeply into the science, we’ll find practical, doable ways to feel better at work—starting now.

This book offers a grounded and hopeful path, built on years of scientific research into how people can feel more whole at work. Not just because it’s a human right—and a labor right—but because our workdays ripple into everything else we do. When we return home from work, these small shifts help us carry more calm, more connection, and more vitality into our evenings, our families, and our lives.

These tools aren’t magic. They don’t promise that every day will be easy. But they do invite us into a new relationship with the hours we spend working—a relationship built on purpose, resilience, and the quiet power of our own daily choices.

This isn’t a book full of empty cheer or forced positivity. It’s meant to lift us, yes—but with honesty. With depth. With science. These pages draw from neuroscience, psychology, education, social behavior, holistic health, and organizational research to show how our brains and bodies respond to the way we work—and how they can heal and thrive, even through small, consistent changes.

Because the truth is, no matter how overwhelmed or stuck we feel in our current job, there are real, proven pathways—available right now—to feel stronger, more purposeful, and more alive.

And this doesn’t just change our workdays. It changes our lives. The people we love feel it. Our families, our communities, and our closest circles carry the weight of our stress—but they also feel the lightness, joy, and creative energy that come when we learn to experience our work differently. These practices have helped thousands of people around the world find a new sense of clarity and possibility. We’ve seen it in others, and We’ve lived it ourselves and now, we can pass it on.

We can turn these 90,000 hours into something more than survival. We can make them a space for healing, for growth, and for real joy—not just for us, but for everyone we care about.

In this book, we’ll explore practical steps that require no extra spending—just intention and practice. These aren’t abstract theories. They’re real strategies, tested by people across all kinds of jobs. But they do require two powerful commitments: discipline and patience. That’s the promise of this book. With these two companions by our side, we can create a new way of being—right here, in the work we do every day.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

(or skip around—whatever feels good to us)

This book isn’t meant to be read in a straight line—like a textbook or a manual. It’s an invitation to experiment, reflect, and find what speaks to us. Here’s how we suggest using it:

THE SCIENCE WE NEED TO KNOW

Throughout this book, we’ll find short sections titled “The Science We Need to Know.” These aren’t meant to be complicated or overwhelming. We’ve written them in the kindest, simplest way possible—like gentle guides to help us understand what’s happening inside our brain and body. Because we believe that knowledge—especially about how stress, connection, and small daily actions shape us—is the first step to feeling better at work. And if any of these ideas spark our curiosity, there’s plenty of research out there to explore even more deeply.

We include these sections because knowledge matters. When we see how our nervous system responds to challenge, or how tiny moments of gratitude can change our chemistry, we begin to trust in the power of small shifts. The brain loves clarity—understanding what’s going on helps it relax, become less reactive, and more open to growth. So, each time we see one of these sections, let’s think of it as a gentle signpost: a simple, practical reminder that real, lasting change begins inside—and that we’re never as stuck as we might think.

And if we’re not interested in these scientific explanations, that’s perfectly okay. We can skip them and still find the small, actionable steps in each chapter—because this book is designed to offer ideas we can use right away, no matter our background or curiosity about science. Just know that the science is here if we’re curious—and that even a little understanding can make a big difference.

STORIES THAT SAVE US

In this book, we’ll meet people from all walks of life—stories inspired by real workers across the world: farmers and teachers, cooks and doctors, security guards and managers. Different countries, different beliefs, different languages—yet their struggles, their courage, and their small, brave acts of change echo the same truth: we are more alike than we think. These stories aren’t about perfect jobs or perfect lives. They’re about how, in the middle of hard jobs and heavy days, people have found ways to protect their spirit and heal their lives—often without even knowing the science behind it.

Each time we see one of these stories—like “A Story of Rewiring:  Meet Gloria”—we’ll see how someone turned a moment of frustration or fear into a quiet act of self-respect, how they used a tiny ritual to shift their perspective, and how they learned to see their work in a new way. These stories remind us that healing doesn’t belong to one country or one kind of person—it’s a universal human possibility. Let them show us that no matter how stuck we feel, there are always small, simple acts that can save us—and ripple outward to those around us.

PRACTICES AND TIPS

Now let’s explore the practices and tips we’ll find in every chapter. Each chapter offers small, actionable ideas—things we can try today, without waiting for permission or perfection. These practices and tips are built on neuroscience and real stories, but they’re just a starting point. They’re not written in stone. We can adapt them to fit our own lives—whether we’re practicing alone, sharing them with a partner, or weaving them into group or family routines.

We can decide how deeply we want to go—whether we’re ready to practice them daily and rewire our brains faster, or whether we want to start small and take things slow. Each practice is a door we can open at our own pace.

Some of us like to start with the big ideas, others with the small steps. Some want to read everything at once; others want to pause, reflect, and return. However we do it is the right way. There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to happiness at work—just what works for us.

Let’s test them. Let’s adjust them. Let’s make them our own. And let’s remember that healing and joy can find their way into even the busiest workday.

TOOLS TO TAKE WITH US

At the end of every chapter, we’ll find a “Chapter Tools” section. Think of it as a gentle nudge: a summary of the main ideas, plus a set of small actions we can take today to make the science real in our own lives. Feel free to skip ahead to these if we’re short on time or want a quick boost. They’re simple, practical, and designed to offer us many different ways to experiment and find what resonates—no matter how busy or overwhelmed we feel.

A POWERFUL INVITATION

As we read, let’s remember: the tips here don’t require a budget or fancy tools. They’re based on science, on the wisdom of workers around the world, and on the simple truth that we deserve to feel safe, inspired, and valued at work. And while the work to change a job or a life can be big, the first steps are always small—and always worth it.

There are only two real conditions for seeing the results: discipline and patience. The discipline to practice these ideas every day—even in small ways—and the patience to wait for them to take root. Sometimes the changes come fast, sometimes they take longer. But most of us will start to notice the difference within a month—sometimes even after the very first day—if we show up with presence and intention.

This is our book. Let’s take what we need, leave the rest, and trust that even one small change can ripple outward—into our work, our life, and the lives of those around us.
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CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS HAPPINESS—AND WHAT IS HAPPINESS AT WORK?
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LET’S START WITH THE BIG QUESTION: WHAT IS HAPPINESS?

There are as many definitions of happiness as there are people—all of them valid, all of them important. In this book, we explore concepts of happiness grounded in neuroscience and inspired by the voices of workers around the world. Across continents and cultures, many workers have come to believe that happiness is a luxury—something extra, not essential. For too many of us, work is about survival, not joy.

In fact, happiness at work means feeling that we matter. It’s the quiet knowledge that our presence has purpose and that we’re contributing something valuable—even if no one else says it out loud.

It’s about knowing that our energy, our voice, and our spirit deserve respect and space. It’s about showing up each day not just to fulfill a task, but to honor the fact that we’re human—alive, learning, growing, and capable of finding moments of meaning in the simplest actions.

Happiness at work is not just about how we’re treated by others—it’s about how we choose to treat ourselves: with care, with dignity, and with a deep belief that we’re worth the effort. It’s about remembering that we have the right to feel proud of our work, to claim small joys in what we do, and to let those moments remind us that even in the hardest places, we can still feel human.

Happiness is not about being cheerful all the time. It’s not about pretending everything is okay when it’s not. According to neuroscience, happiness is a set of chemical and electrical patterns in the brain that allow us to feel safe, energized, connected, and fulfilled. It’s not one feeling—it’s a state of well-being. A rhythm that includes calm, purpose, joy, and even challenge.

For the purpose of this book, we’ll understand happiness not as perfect days or endless smiles, but as a state of feeling safe, seen, and alive—with moments of joy, gratitude, and purpose woven into our daily lives, no matter where we are.

And happiness at work? It’s the quiet but powerful sense that the days we give can also give us something back: dignity, belonging, and the chance to feel thankful for the work we do and the people we share it with, even when the world around us isn’t perfect.

HAPPINESS IS A HUMAN RIGHT. AND HAPPINESS AT WORK IS A WORK RIGHT.

We deserve to feel alive at work. We deserve to feel respected, valued, and emotionally safe. Not because we earned it—but because we’re human.

We spend most of our lives at work. The average person will dedicate more than 10,000 days of their life to work—that’s nearly a third of everything we’ll ever live. And when we’re not physically at work, we’re often thinking about it, preparing for it, recovering from it, or worrying about what will happen there next. Our bodies may go home, but our minds still live at work.

If we are giving that much of our time, energy, and spirit to something—then emotional well-being at work is not a luxury. It’s a human right.

And it shouldn’t matter what kind of work we do. Whether we’re cutting hair, repairing roads, caring for children, designing software, harvesting crops, or performing surgery—every job has value. Every worker deserves to feel safe, inspired, and valued.

When we say happiness is a human right, we’re not saying life should always feel easy. We’re saying: we shouldn’t have to sacrifice our health or our spirit just to earn a paycheck. And when we say happiness at work is a work right, we don’t mean it’s just a bonus or a perk. We mean it’s something every workplace should build, support, and protect.

But let’s be honest: many workplaces aren’t there yet. Many jobs are boring, stressful, unfair, or disconnected from meaning.

So here’s what this book will remind us: even if our workplace isn’t ideal, we still deserve happiness. Even if we can’t leave our job today, we still deserve dignity, purpose, and daily moments of joy. We don’t need a new job to feel better. We need a new way of seeing the one we have. And we’ll show ourselves how.

THE POSSIBILITY OF HAPPINESS, ACCORDING TO SCIENCE

Science shows us that happiness isn’t an accident or a fleeting feeling—it’s a state the human brain and body are designed to create and sustain.

Our brains have the remarkable ability to rewire themselves through a process called neuroplasticity. This means that every thought we repeat, every small action we take, and every kind word we offer or receive begins to build new pathways in the brain. With discipline and daily repetition, these pathways strengthen—until calm, connection, and purpose become more familiar than stress or fear.

Happiness doesn’t mean everything is perfect. It means our nervous system can find safety and our brain can experience hope, even when challenges remain.

Studies show that practicing gratitude, small acts of kindness, and even simple affirmations can boost the release of dopamine (the reward chemical) and serotonin (the mood stabilizer). Over time, this strengthens the prefrontal cortex—the brain’s center for decision-making and emotional balance—while reducing the overactivity of the amygdala, the part of the brain that triggers fear and stress.

In other words: we’re built for this. The more we practice, the more happiness becomes not just a possibility, but a real, lived experience.

This isn’t only for those with easy lives or calm minds. Happiness is possible even if we live with chronic pain, depression, anxiety, or deep financial stress. The brain and body are remarkably adaptable—even in the hardest circumstances.

If our lives feel like a storm right now, these small practices and insights can still help us find moments of relief and purpose. They won’t erase our struggles, but they can offer brief, real windows of calm and clarity.

Because even when everything around us feels chaotic or out of control, our brains still respond to small, repeated signals of care—like a kind word, a pause for breath, or a moment of connection. The science says it’s never too late, never too broken, to begin creating those small changes that add up to something real.

And yes—this applies to work too. Science has shown that when we bring small moments of gratitude, connection, and calm into our workday, our brains shift.

Stress hormones decrease. Creativity and problem-solving improve. Our immune systems get stronger, and even our relationships at work begin to heal.

These are not abstract theories—they’re measurable changes in brain chemistry and body health. It means that no matter what kind of job we have or how difficult it feels, there is real, biological hope: we can feel more alive, more purposeful, and more at peace—right where we are.

THE POSSIBILITY OF HAPPINESS: STORIES AND SCIENCE FROM ACROSS THE WORLD

This possibility of happiness at work isn’t just an idea from research papers—it’s something we’ve seen again and again in real life.

In writing this book, we’ve sat down with workers in over forty countries: farmers who rise before dawn, cooks and janitors whose hands feed and clean, caregivers in homes and hospitals, bus drivers, construction workers, and people in quiet office cubicles who once thought their talents were wasted.

Many of them felt trapped—like the job they had was beneath them, like they could do so much more. Some were raising kids and paying off debts, holding onto jobs that were never part of their dream.

And yet, as they kept showing up—sometimes out of survival, sometimes out of stubborn hope—something began to shift. Small changes. Micro-practices. A choice to breathe, to be kind, to share a smile, to find purpose in the small moments.

Again and again, we saw how the human brain—wired for survival and also for joy—found ways to adapt.

Many of these workers didn’t know the science, but they lived it: creating little rituals that rewired their brains and softened the edges of even the hardest workday.

We gathered these stories and compared them with findings from neuroscience, psychology, and organizational research—and saw the same truth emerge. No matter the country, the culture, the belief system, or the kind of job, the human need for dignity, meaning, and happiness remains the same.

And even in jobs that feel unfair or soul-draining, we’ve seen that there’s still a real possibility to find joy in the smallest of actions, and to feel proud of who we are and how we show up.

DO WE EVEN NEED TO BE HAPPY AT WORK?

It’s a fair question—one that many of us have quietly asked ourselves in break rooms or during late nights of exhaustion.

Do we really need to be happy at work? Isn’t work just about getting through the day, paying bills, and surviving?

But here’s what science—and human experience—tell us: happiness at work isn’t a luxury, it’s a foundation for our health and well-being.

When we feel calm, valued, and connected in our jobs, our bodies function better. Studies show that happiness at work supports our immune system, helping us more effectively fight off illness. It lowers inflammation, stabilizes heart rate and blood pressure, and shifts our nervous system out of chronic stress and into a state of healing. It even helps us digest food more easily, sleep more deeply, and heal from wounds—inside and out.

These aren’t just abstract ideas. They’re measurable changes in how our brains and bodies work.

And beyond the physical, happiness at work shapes how we show up in the rest of our lives. Our relationships become warmer. Our creativity flows more freely.

The people around us—our families and friends—can feel the difference, because no one can leave their workday entirely at the door.

Happiness at work doesn’t mean ignoring problems or pretending everything’s okay. It means finding small ways to feel alive, safe, and valued, so we can bring our best selves to everything else that matters, too.

Because work isn’t just a paycheck—it’s a place where our spirit shows up. And we deserve for that spirit to feel nourished and whole.

What many people don’t realize is that science has shown something simple and profound: happy people perform better.

Happy workers give more. They create more. They recover faster, connect more deeply, and stay longer.

Research shows that happiness can raise productivity by over 30%, reduce burnout, and even improve problem-solving and teamwork.

If we made the well-being of people at work a true priority, this world would change—for all of us.

CHAPTER 1: TOOLS

IF YOU TAKE ONE THING FROM THIS CHAPTER, LET IT BE THIS:


›  Happiness at work is not a luxury. It’s a human need. And the first step to claiming it is asking what it means to you.

›  We can’t create what we haven’t defined. That’s why this chapter invites us to pause, reflect, and start from the inside out.



✦ TOOL: THE HAPPINESS QUESTIONNAIRE

Try this simple self-reflection practice to begin clarifying your personal and professional happiness.

Start with three calming breaths—inhale for 4, hold for 2, exhale for 6. Then ask yourself:


›  What is happiness for me—personally, not in theory?

›  What makes me feel genuinely happy, even in small ways?

›  What does happiness at work look or feel like for me? Have I ever experienced it?

›  What gets in the way of my happiness at work—and what helps it?

›  What’s one small or bold change I could try this week to create more happiness during my workday?



You can write your answers, record them, or just think them through. Revisit these questions whenever you feel stuck or ready for change. Over time, they will help you re-center, reimagine, and reclaim your own definition of happiness.
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CHAPTER 2

WHEN WORK HURTS: THE MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS WE CAN’T IGNORE
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WE WEREN’T MEANT TO LIVE LIKE THIS.

It's Sunday night. We should feel rested. But our hearts race. Our stomachs tighten. Our minds spin.

This isn’t rare—it’s a global condition. In the U.S., over 80% of workers report anxiety or dread before Monday. Around the world, it’s a rising trend—across industries, cultures, and time zones, Sunday-night sadness is becoming a shared experience.

But it’s not just nerves. It’s a neurological alarm system firing. It’s our bodies whispering: “This isn’t working.”

HOW WE LOST OURSELVES AT WORK

Somehow, we’ve come to believe that being tired all the time means we’re doing something right. That anxiety is just part of being driven. That staying distant and detached makes us look professional.

We’ve learned to hide our humanity at work—to keep going, even when our bodies are begging us to rest, connect, or feel something real.

And the cost? It’s not just emotional. It’s physical. It’s neurological. It’s global.

WE LIVE IN FIGHT OR FLIGHT

The fight-or-flight response is our brain’s ancient survival system. It was designed to help us escape danger—like running from a wild animal or reacting to a physical threat.

But today, the danger isn’t a predator. It’s our inbox. Our deadlines. The pressure to perform, smile, push through.

Our bodies are stuck in survival mode.

When we feel emotionally unsafe at work—pressured, exhausted, or unacknowledged—our brain flips into survival mode. The stress response system kicks in: cortisol, our main stress hormone, floods the body—keeping us alert, tense, and wired. Our thinking narrows. Our emotions spike. We become reactive instead of reflective. We lose access to imagination, rest, and connection. In this state, our brains aren’t building joy. They’re just trying to survive. And the longer we stay here, the more our systems begin to break down. Not all at once. But piece by piece.

The headaches. The stomach pain. The Sunday-night panic. It’s not weakness. It’s a sign our nervous systems have been sounding the alarm—and no one’s been listening.

NUMB ENOUGH TO WORK

Let’s be real: more of us than ever are taking medication just to function. Over 45 million Americans are on antidepressants or anti-anxiety meds. Prescriptions surged 34% during the first month of the pandemic. Many of us are on multiple prescriptions—just to work, sleep, focus, or stay calm.

Let’s be crystal clear: medication saves lives. There is no shame in getting help.

But here’s what else is true: medications can stabilize our brains. But they don’t rewire them. They can soften the edges, but they don’t create joy or meaning on their own.

They are a tool. Not a full solution.

Without healing the way we relate to work, we end up chemically surviving the very things that are supposed to give us life.

WHEN EFFORT ISN’T ENOUGH

We’re working harder than ever—but feeling worse. Many of us are doing everything we were told to do—showing up, giving our best, keeping it together—and still, we’re exhausted. Disconnected. Quietly unraveling.

We hustle because we think it’ll make us feel better. But sometimes, the very things we chase—promotions, paychecks, perfection—only add more pressure to lives already stretched thin.
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