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In memory of my father, Umberto Cirillo. 

He taught me the love of learning and sharing knowledge, 

the value of smiling, the importance of being grateful and having 
faith,  

and he instilled in me the Don Bosco teaching that 

sanctity is about being happy and doing good for everyone. 

- Rosaria Cirillo Louwman 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to my father-in-law Fred Wills. He is a 
constant example of looking on the bright side of life and enjoying 

the moment.    
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FOREWORD  
BY JEANNE BLISS  

 

When reflecting on the reason we are all in business in the first place 
– it is to improve lives.   

 

We not only have an opportunity but, in my belief, a responsibility to 
leave people’s lives in a better state than before we encountered them. 
As my Italian Grandma would say… “leave the room cleaner than 
when you entered it!”  

 

Businesses that conduct themselves in a fashion congruent with the 
values of the people within them do so in a more joyous and 
prosperous way than most because their lens is so clear about how 
they will… and will not grow.  

 

Leadership is about choosing. It’s about enabling people to bring the 
best version of themselves to work. It’s creating an environment 
where financial prosperity comes out of enabling people to thrive and 
deliver value. And it’s about choosing to act and lead in a manner that 
creates a wellspring of energy and energized people.   

 

In their book Yellow Factor (formerly Yellow Goldfish), Stan and 
Rosaria have provided building blocks to help us get to this elusive 
core that sets companies, and people, apart. And for me, this always 
comes down to leadership.  
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They prod us on to get our priorities straight—taking care of people 
first—and enabling the rest to follow. They focus on this as 
“happiness,” which, for me, is the prosperity of the human spirit.   

 

Too often, business actions that are not grounded in intent to drive 
toward happiness or life improvement can turn inward too quickly. 
But actions established with an acute awareness of their impact on 
lives become deliberate bearers of relief, grace, support, and in their 
grandest state…joy.  

 

Yellow Factor is a hopeful book. We need it now. I applaud its writing 
and encourage you to find a quiet place to let its message wash over 
you. Then apply its lessons not only to your work but to every aspect 
of your life.  

 

With kindness and respect,  

Jeanne Bliss 

 

Jeanne Bliss is a champion for human kindness in business, President 
of CustomerBliss, and Co-founder of the Customer Experience 
Professional’s Association. 

  



 

ix 

INTRODUCTION  
BY STAN PHELPS 

 

“[Gezellig] It stands for something or someone cozy, nice, homey, 
friendly, snuggly, fun, comfortable, or enjoyable… but no word can 

really sum it all up. It’s a feeling rather than a word.” 

-- Shoshannah Hausmann, Founder of Awesome Amsterdam 

 

I am indebted to the Netherlands for three particular reasons. It all 
dates back to August of 2000 when I relocated to the country from 
the U.S. for a new role with adidas International. I moved from New 
York City to Amsterdam to lead Global Sports Marketing for Tennis. 
After a month in temporary hotel accommodations, I settled in a 
ground floor canal apartment on the Herengracht near Dam Square. 
The next three years would change my life forever.  

 

#1. A WORD WORTH TRAVELING TO HOLLAND TO GET… 

The first reason I am indebted to the Netherlands is for a word. In my 
first few months of living in the city, I experienced the friendliness of 
the Dutch and their easygoing nature. The Dutch tend to be happy 
people. In fact, according to the latest Happiness Report,1 the country 
is the sixth happiest country in the world out of 156. I thoroughly 
enjoyed hanging out with both expats and my new local friends. It 
wasn’t long before I heard a strange word being frequently uttered by 
both groups. That word was “gezellig.” The middle Dutch word is 
pronounced keh-sell-ick with an emphasis on the guttural Dutch “g” 

 
1 www.worldhappiness.report/ed/2018/ 
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in the first and third syllables. It’s hard to define this widely used 
word as it has a variety of meanings. According to Wikipedia2: 

Gezelligheid is a Dutch word which, depending on the 
context, can be translated as conviviality, coziness, fun. It 
is often used to describe a social and relaxed situation. It 
can also indicate belonging, time spent with loved ones, 
catching up with an old friend, or just the general 
togetherness that gives people a warm feeling. A common 
trait to all descriptions of gezelligheid is a general and 
abstract sensation of individual well-being that one 
typically shares with others. All descriptions involve a 
positive atmosphere, flow, or vibe that colors the individual 
personal experience in a favorable way and, in one way or 
another, corresponds to social contexts. 

Gezellig is the word that most aptly describes a Yellow Goldfish. 
Yellow Goldfish are the positive little things we do to create an 
experience. Experiences that generate happiness for employees, 
customers, and society. Small things that create a moment and a 
distinct feeling of connection.  

 

#2. A CHANCE MEETING BELOW SEA LEVEL 

The second reason I’m indebted to the Netherlands goes back to 
December 30, 2000, when I was on a redeye flight from New York 
City to Amsterdam. While I was waiting in the baggage claim at 
Schiphol Airport, I saw a striking brunette standing at the carousel. 
Beyond her good looks, I had a strange feeling I knew her from 
somewhere, but I couldn’t come up with where. I mustered the 
courage to approach her at 7:30 a.m. Here’s how it went: 

 

 
2 www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gezelligheid 
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ME: “Excuse me, [awkward pause] this is going to sound like the 
world’s worst pick-up line, [gulp], but I think I know you from 
somewhere.”  

HER: She sized me up and then started shaking her head side to side.  

ME: “Do you live here in Amsterdam?” I asked.  

HER: “I’m visiting my cousins and grandparents.” 

ME: “Do you live in New York City?”  

HER: “No.”  

ME: Grasping... “Portland, Oregon?” 

HER: “Nope.” 

ME: [Exasperated] “Okay...where do you live?” 

HER: “Connecticut.” 

ME: Light bulb moment, “Aha! Jennifer Wills…we went to high 
school together at St. Joe’s in Trumbull! I’m Stan Phelps.” 

HER: [Blank stare] 

 

In a small world moment, I met a high school classmate. Jennifer and 
I were in the same homeroom our senior year in high school. Far from 
love at first sight, it was just exciting to meet someone from my old 
hometown. I explained I was living in Amsterdam, and she said she 
traveled over once or twice a year to spend time with family. I gave 
her my business card and asked her to look me up next time she was 
in town so that we could grab a coffee.  

Fourteen months would pass. In February 2012, I received an email. 
Jenn had just recently been promoted at Carters. In moving to her new 
office at the childrenswear company, she came across my card. “I’m 
coming over to Amsterdam in two weeks. Want to get coffee?” That 
simple email started a courtship that spanned dates in Amsterdam, 
Paris, New York, Prague, Cape Town, Seattle, Edinburgh, and 
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Portland. In the Fall of 2014, we were married. Two boys, Thomas 
and James, followed in the next three years. Life has never been the 
same again. All because of a chance encounter at Schiphol Airport, 
the only airport in the world that’s below sea level. 

 

#3. CIAO, ROSARIA! 

The third reason I’m indebted to the Netherlands comes by way of 
Italy. In 2017, I was deep in research for Pink Goldfish. As I typically 
do, I reach out to my network, asking for examples. One of my 
customer experience connections in the Netherlands replied via 
LinkedIn: 

 

Hi Stan, I hope you are well! I would love to connect 
further... Since your email, I kept daydreaming about co-
writing a Yellow Goldfish book with examples of how 
companies contribute to happiness! Looking forward to 
hearing from you and maybe connect in a zoom call. 
Smiling regards, Rosaria 

 

I was intrigued. Happiness and contribution have been constant 
threads throughout the Goldfish Series. The original book, Purple 
Goldfish, focused exclusively on customers. It quickly became 
apparent to me that customers were only part of the equation. I 
learned that the companies who got “it” for the customers, put an even 
greater emphasis on their employees. In the words of Ted Coiné in 
the foreword of Green Goldfish, “You can’t have happy enthused 
customers without happy engaged employees.” Red Goldfish 
explored how being “for purpose” drives happiness and adds a sense 
of meaning for customers, employees, and society.    

I immediately researched Rosaria and was impressed with her 
background. She is the co-founder of the CXPA in the Netherlands 
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and was the second person to become credentialed as a Certified 
Customer Experience Professional (CCXP) in the country. She is one 
of only nine CCXP Authorized Resource and Training (ART) 
Providers worldwide to help others prepare for the CCXP exam.  

 

In addition to previous stints at Forrester and Phillips, she now headed 
up her consultancy, Wow Now.3 Also, we were both TEDx speakers. 
Eighteen months earlier, she had delivered a TEDx talk on happiness 
at Tor Vergata University4 in Rome. The talk focused on the concept 
of Happiness Driven Growth, a revolutionary business model. 
Rosaria believes that we need to redefine happiness in a business 
context and that happiness can and should be driving business 
growth. Companies can design and deliver remarkable customer 
experiences that enrich lives and enable fulfilling interactions for 
both customers and employees. And when they do that, customers 
buy again and again, to FEEL happy over and over again. This 
dynamic is the case for a growth model driven by happiness. Instead 
of chasing increased loyalty and profit, companies should maximize 
overall happiness. 

 

We decided to move forward with the book project in 2017 with the 
launch of the Yellow Goldfish Project, a crowdsourcing effort on 
List.ly.5 Based on nearly 300 examples collected, we created a 
framework for happiness driven growth, which we shared with the 
world with the publication of Yellow Goldfish in 2018.  

In 2020 Rosaria made some revisions and additions based on new 
learning, which are included in this version of Yellow Goldfish, 
renamed Yellow Factor. Here’s a short overview of the book. 

 
3 www.wownow.eu 
4 www.youtube.com/watch?v=ppvA3124asw 
5  www.list.ly/list/1nzZ-yellow-goldfish-project 
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Yellow Factor has four main sections: 

 

Section I outlines the Why. It explores the history and science of 
happiness and the background on the metaphor of a Yellow Goldfish 
and the Sunflower. 

 

Section II showcases the What. We’ll uncover nine keys for 
H.A.P.P.I.N.E.S.S: Health, Autonomy, Purpose, Play, Integrity, 
Nature, Empathy, Simplicity, and Smile. 

 

Section III explains the How. Here we share the process behind 
creating your Yellow Factor for Happiness and Growth: Grounding, 
Reaching-up, Operationalizing, Wowing, Taking Time, and 
Harvesting. 

 

Section IV brings us home. The book finishes with five main 
takeaways and suggested readings. 

 

Ready to jump in? We’ll start with how happiness plays into the 
evolution of business. Let’s go... 
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SECTION I 
 

 

OVERVIEW (THE WHY) 

 
 

  



 

 

  



 

 

 

CHAPTER 1  
 

 

WHY HAPPINESS 
 

“...the function of man is to live a certain kind of life, and this 
activity implies a rational principle, and the function of a good man 
is the good and noble performance of these, and if any action is well 

performed it is performed in accord with the appropriate 
excellence: if this is the case, then happiness turns out to be an 

activity of the soul in accordance with virtue.” 

- Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, 1098a13) 
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THE EVOLUTION OF BUSINESS 
“Why are we here?” is perhaps the most critical question of all. It has 
been pondered since the earliest days of human existence. It is our 
search for meaning in this world. Each of us is challenged with 
answering this question. Mark Twain once said that the two most 
important days in our lives are the day we are born and the day we 
find out why.  

Should the “why” question apply to business as well? Why are 
companies in business? What or who is the first priority? Where is 
the main focus? We believe there are five schools of thought or 
different management approaches that companies have adopted over 
the past few decades.     

We’ll call the first school of thought the 1.0 version. 

      

BUSINESS 1.0 – SHAREHOLDER FIRST 

“There is one and only one social responsibility of business, and 
that is to engage in activities designed to increase profits.” 

- Milton Friedman 

The 1.0 version of business is a shareholder first mindset. The sole 
purpose of a company was to maximize profits. The late economist 
Milton Friedman became its foremost proponent. In his 1970 New 
York Times 6 article, he famously shared: “there is one and only one 
social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in 
activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the 
rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free 
competition without deception or fraud.”     

 
6 www.colorado.edu/studentgroups/libertarians/issues/friedman-soc-resp-business.html 
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Profit was the coveted prize of business. Friedman excoriated leaders 
who sought anything beyond profits as “unwitting puppets of the 
intellectual forces that have been undermining the basis of a free 
society.” Business leaders who pursued social interests were guilty of 
spending money that wasn’t their own. Friedman branded them as 
“unelected government officials” who were illegally taxing 
employers and customers. The simple goal of the business was to 
provide a return to shareholders. Focusing on external social 
responsibilities or lofty ideals would distract the business from its 
sole purpose of maximizing profits. 

 
Figure 1. Source: Stan Phelps & Rosaria Cirillo 

      

Friedman believed that doing good was incompatible with doing well 
for your shareholders. Over the last two decades, this view has been 
changing. “There is an increasing awareness that the purpose of a 
company has to go beyond shareholder value, and that this is not 
something that will cost your business but something that will 
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enhance your business,” said Michael Beer, Cahners-Rabb Professor 
of Business Administration, Emeritus, at Harvard Business School. 

The next evolution of business puts the focus squarely on customers 
first. 

      

BUSINESS 2.0 - CUSTOMER FIRST 

“Not so long ago companies assumed the purpose of a business is to 
make money. But that has proved as vacuous as saying the purpose 
of life is to eat... The purpose of a business is to create and keep a 

customer.” 

- Ted Levitt 

The 2.0 version of business sees profit as a result, not the goal. 
Companies should be dedicated to the business of getting and keeping 
customers. This focus places importance on the overall customer 
experience and managing ongoing relationships. In the words of 
Walmart’s founder, Sam Walton, “There is only one boss. The 
customer. And he can fire everybody in the company from the 
chairman on down, simply by spending his money somewhere else.” 

The late Ted Levitt believed that companies should stop defining 
themselves by what they produce. Instead, they should reorient 
themselves toward customer needs. In his best-known Harvard 
Business Review7 article, “Marketing Myopia,” Levitt made a case 
for companies focusing on customers. He used the railroad industry 
to illustrate the point:     

The railroads did not stop growing because the need for 
passenger and freight transportation declined. That grew. 
The railroads are in trouble today, not because that need 

 
7 www.hbr.org/2004/07/marketing-myopia 
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was filled by others (cars, trucks, airplanes, and even 
telephones) but because the need was not filled by the 
railroads themselves. They let others take customers away 
from them because they assumed themselves to be in the 
railroad business rather than in the transportation business. 
The reason they defined their industry incorrectly was that 
they were railroad-oriented instead of transportation-
oriented; they were product-oriented instead of customer-
oriented. 

      

Want an example of a company that puts its customers first? Look no 
further than Amazon. It’s the focus of their mission: “We seek to be 
Earth’s most customer-centric company.” Founder Jeff Bezos puts 
customers first and profit second. “We’re not competitor obsessed, 
we’re customer-obsessed. We start with the customer, and we work 
backward...We’ve had three big ideas at Amazon that we’ve stuck 
with for 18 years, and they’re the reason we’re successful: Put the 
customer first. Invent. And be patient.” says Bezos. 

This obsession with customers dates back to the earliest days of 
Amazon. There is always an empty chair in company meetings. The 
chair at the table represents the customer. The message is clear; the 
current customer is always top of mind and seen as the most important 
person in the room.    

As early as 1954, Peter Drucker made a similar argument for a 
customer-first focus in his classic book, Management,8 when he 
wrote, “There is only one valid definition of business purpose: to 
create a satisfied customer... It is the customer who determines what 
a business is. It is the customer alone whose willingness to pay for a 
good or a service converts economic resources into wealth, things 

 
8 www.amazon.com/dp/B0017LGUPU/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1 



 

8 • YELLOW FACTOR 

 

into goods... The customer is the foundation of a business and keeps 
it in existence.” 

He also said: “Profit for a company is like oxygen for a person. If you 
don’t have enough of it, you are out of the game. But if you think 
your life is about breathing, you’re really missing something.”  
    

The next version of business puts employees and culture at the 
forefront. 

      

BUSINESS 3.0 - EMPLOYEE FIRST 

“Employees First, Customers Second is a management approach. It 
is a philosophy, a set of ideas, a way of looking at strategy and 

competitive advantage.” 

– Vineet Nayar, Former CEO of HCL Technologies, author 
Employees First, Customers Second 

The 3.0 version of business places employees first. It’s rooted in 
understanding where value is created in an organization. It’s built in 
the last two feet of a transaction, the space between the employee and 
the customer. Former HCL Technologies CEO Vineet Nayar9 calls 
these 24 inches the “value zone.” Nayar made employees the priority 
at HCL, putting employees first, customers second, management 
third, and shareholders last. He believed front line employees were 
the true custodians of the brand and drivers of customer loyalty. 
Nayar wanted to shift the focus from the “WHAT” of what HCL 
offered, to the “HOW” of delivering value.   

A focus on employees first is based on the idea that culture trumps 
strategy in an organization. The experience of your employees 
becomes paramount as it dictates your overall culture. “I came to see 

 
9 www.forbes.com/sites/stanphelps/2014/09/14/southwest-airlines-understands-the-heart-of-marketing-is-experience 



 

WHY HAPPINESS •  9 

 

in my time at IBM that ‘culture’ isn’t just one aspect of the game—it 
is the game,” says Lou Gerstner, former IBM CEO and author of Who 
Says Elephants Can’t Dance.     

In today’s workplace, up to 70 percent of workers are either not 
engaged or are actively disengaged. To be successful, you need 
employees who are engaged to create a strong customer experience. 
According to Ted Coiné, author of Five Star Customer Service and 
the foreword for Green Goldfish, “You can’t create happy, enthused 
customers without happy, engaged employees.” 

      

The next evolution of business places purpose as the critical first 
piece of the puzzle. 

      

BUSINESS 4.0 - PURPOSE FIRST    

“On the face of it, shareholder value is the dumbest idea in the 
world... Shareholder value is a result, not a strategy... Your main 

constituencies are your employees, your customers, and your 
products.” 

- Jack Welch, Former CEO of GE 

The 4.0 version of business places purpose first. Companies that have 
a robust and defined purpose find that it drives employee 
engagement, connects with customers, and fuels the bottom line. 
According to Deloitte Global CEO Punit Renjen, “Exceptional firms 
have always been good at aligning their purpose with their execution, 
and as a result, have enjoyed category leadership in sales and profits.” 
John Kotter and James Heskett demonstrated in their book Corporate 
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Culture & Performance10 that purposeful, value-driven companies 
outperform their counterparts in stock price by a factor of 12.  

Purpose relates to your “Why” as a business. To quote Simon Sinek, 
“People don’t buy what you do or how you do it, they buy why you 
do it.” It should permeate everything you do. “Every decision should 
be looked at in terms of purpose. Some decisions may be purpose 
neutral. But purpose is certainly not just a marketing issue or 
positioning of your brand image. Purpose should impact every aspect 
of the firm,” says Raj Sisodia, author of Conscious Capitalism and 
FW Olin Distinguished Professor of Global Business at Babson 
College. 

Embracing purpose can become a driver of employee engagement. 
Daniel Pink touched on the importance of purpose in his book Drive. 
Pink said three things motivate people: autonomy, mastery, and 
purpose. He believes that purpose is perhaps the greatest of the three, 
because a definite purpose allows you to overcome obstacles and 
persevere toward a goal. 

 

  

 
10 www.amazon.com/dp/B0033C58EU 
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A NEW WAY FORWARD – 5.0 HAPPINESS FIRST 

It seems to us like the old millennial debate about what is at the center 
of the solar system—the Sun or the Earth.  

 

Enter Happiness. 

 
Figure 2. Source: Stan Phelps & Rosaria Cirillo 

Happiness relates to our “Why” as human beings and to our shared 
goal as a living specie. About 2,500 years ago, Aristotle pointed out 
that if we apply “why” to any question, in the end, we find that 
everything we do has to do with wanting to be and feel happier. In 
Aristotle’s words: “Happiness is something final and self-sufficient 
and is the end of action. Everything that we choose, we choose for 
the sake of something else—except happiness.” 

Happiness makes us thrive, fulfill our potential, achieve more, and 
live longer. Sonja Lyubomirsky, Laura King, and Ed Diener show us 
how happiness led to higher income, better performance, and better 
mental and physical health. In their breakthrough article “The 
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Benefits of Frequent Positive Affect: Does Happiness Lead to 
Success?”, they note: “Numerous studies show that happy 
individuals are successful across multiple life domains, including 
marriage, friendship, income, work performance, and health.” The 
relationship between success and happiness is reciprocal; not only are 
we more successful, but our immune system is more robust. 

  

Happiness is the ultimate WHY, the most sustainable competitive 
advantage, and the ultimate currency in the Purpose Economy. It 
offers a competitive advantage because we buy, work, and live to 
pursue and attain happiness; because we buy more, work better and 
more effectively, and live longer and healthier lives when we are 
happy. The search for happiness drives the choices we make due to 
the chemical wiring of the brain. Happiness is also the “ultimate 
currency,” as Tal Ben-Shahar calls it in Happier. He says, “Through 
evaluating how happy something makes us, we have a common 
currency that enables us to compare seemingly unrelated 
experiences.”  

We believe that we are at the beginning of a widespread realization 
that there is a version 5.0 of business which sees happiness at the 
center of what we do: happiness for the customers that we serve, 
happiness of the employees within the organization, and happiness at 
a societal level, happiness for the next generation. When happiness is 
at the center, and everything else rotates with purpose around it, 
profit, prosperity, and growth will follow as a result. 

 

We’ll look at both of these aspects in Chapter 2, but first let’s look at 
the concept of happiness. 
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BRIEF HISTORY of HAPPINESS 

The source of the word happiness is the Icelandic word happ, which 
means “luck” or “chance,” and, interestingly, is the same source for 
haphazard and happenstance.11   

If we look at the word happiness in other languages, we find a striking 
fact. In every Indo-European language, without exception, going 
back to ancient Greek, the word for happiness is associated with the 
word for luck. As examples, the Old French heur, root of bonheur, 
good fortune or happiness, just means luck or chance. German gives 
us the word Gluck, Dutch Geluk, which, to this day, means both 
happiness and luck. 

What does this linguistic pattern suggest? For a good many ancient 
peoples—and for many others long after that—happiness was not 
something humankind could control. It was in the hands of the gods, 
dictated by Fate or Fortune, controlled by the stars, not something 
that humans could count upon or make for itself. Happiness, literally, 
was what happened to humans, and that was ultimately out of their 
hands. That thinking began to change with philosophers in ancient 
Athens who started to think that humans did have some control over 
their fate and their happiness. 

Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle argued that happiness was up to people 
themselves. While they searched for happiness in different 
philosophical ways, they agreed happiness was worthy of seeking and 
within the human realm to find. Like Socrates and Plato, we believe 
that each individual is responsible for his/her happiness. Like 
Aristotle, we also believe that the world—including the business 
world—we live, exchange goods, and operate in can have a massive 
impact on our happiness and that organizations have the ability (dare 
we say responsibility?) to contribute to our happiness. 

 
11 Happier, Tal Ben-Shahar 
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If we fast forward to the last century, we see that in 1943, Abraham 
Maslow developed the hierarchy of needs and coined the term 
“Positive Psychology.” In the late 1980s, Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi 
launched “The Science of Happiness,” the scientific study of “what 
makes happy people happy,” pioneering the “experience sampling 
method” to discover what he called the “psychology of optimal 
experience” and specifically, the experience of Flow.12 In 1998, Dr. 
Martin Seligman pioneered Positive Psychology at the University of 
Pennsylvania. In 2006, Tal Ben-Shahar’s Harvard PosPsych 1504 
course broke university attendance records, and in 2018, he launched 
The Happiness Studies Academy online as the first truly 
interdisciplinary course about happiness. The Academy now has 
participants from all over the world. The insights revealed by the 
modern “Science of Happiness” have remarkable similarities to the 
ideas of ancient thinkers such as Confucius, Buddha, Socrates, and 
Aristotle. 
Since 2012, governmental actions embracing happiness are growing: 
the UN defined March 20 as International Day of Happiness; the 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) published the 
First World Happiness Report13 (including a chapter dedicated to 
“Happiness at Work” since the 7th edition in 2017); governments have 
been adopted or are adopting various Happiness indexes and 
measures (like Bhutan’s GNH – Gross National Happiness), and 
countries have named Ministers of Happiness; in 2018, the UK 
named a Minister of Loneliness (maybe some positive thinking and 
wording could have been considered here!).  
Overall, we observe that Happiness research, discussions, and 
multiple movements have accelerated exponentially in the past ten 
years across universities, institutions, and governments around the 
world. And we see that the most innovative and forward-looking 

 
12 www.pursuit-of-happiness.org/science-of-happiness/  
13 In 2018 at its 8th edition available on www.worldhappiness.report/ed/2018/  
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companies have already adopted Business 5.0, pursuing what we call 
“Happiness Driven Growth.” 
 

WHY HAPPINESS DRIVEN GROWTH 

Rosaria grew up in Caserta, close to Naples, surrounded by people 
who thought that life was about working hard, about sacrifice. They 
accepted the limited quality of life their city offered, the slow and 
malfunctioning public administration, and they didn’t capitalize on 
the fantastic natural landscape or the local heritage, like the Royal 
Palace,14 that surrounded them.  

Everyone complained but accepted what Rosaria would call 
“mediocre experiences.” It seemed that they had put a limit on their 
possible happiness. She didn’t get it. 

Wasn’t the purpose of life to pursue happiness, as Aristotle had 
already concluded 2,500 years before? 

“Why were we (well, I did rebel!) accepting mediocre services, and 
why weren’t we using the treasures we had to maximize our 
happiness?” 

To get answers to these questions, Rosaria left Caserta to study in 
Rome and embarked on a journey to understand Happiness through 
Economics—in the hope that there she could not only find the 
answers to her questions but also learn everything needed to drive a 
change.  

In her final university year, Rosaria went to Amsterdam for an 
internship at Forrester Research while working on her thesis. It was 
then that she was captured by the “gezellig” way of living and 
working in the Netherlands. As Stan also experienced and explained 

 
14 www.reggiadicaserta.beniculturali.it/ 
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in the Introduction, Dutch people knew how to enjoy life. They 
headed to Vondelpark (a gorgeous park in Amsterdam) for wine and 
a picnic after work every time the sun would shine; they took a day 
off on the rare one or two days when the temperature hit 25-30º C to 
go to the beach or to go ice-skating on the frozen canals in the winter 
when the temperature dropped below -10º C. Even the top 
management left the office by 5:30 p.m. to get home on time for 
dinner with their family, and then they worked from home after the 
kids were asleep.  

Rosaria had found a place where people didn’t see life as a sacrifice. 
Instead, they actively pursued ways to maximize their happiness, and 
public administration was well-functioning and continually 
concerned with improving infrastructures and rules so that citizens’ 
lives could be more enjoyable. She decided to make this country her 
new home and has been living there since 2002. 

Since graduating with a thesis in Customer Experience (CX) in 2002, 
Rosaria has been a CX believer and doer. She focused on improving 
Customer Experience and pursuing “customer-driven growth” using 
NPS (Net Promoter Score) and VoC (Voice of Customer) as drivers 
for change. Although the projects she worked on resulted in higher 
revenue, loyalty, and word of mouth, and even lower costs, ultimately 
driving profits and business growth, she felt something was missing. 

Customer-driven growth was no longer enough and, in some cases, 
was even misleading. Like in the case of management approaches that 
suggest we need to create pain in experiences to maximize 
memorability.  

PAIN? Purposely created? Really? Why? Pain most likely happens at 
some point in the experience anyway because no matter how well 
companies design, plan, and execute, hiccups will always occur. Why 
create “extra pain” by design? 
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This thinking led to the question: “In which world would I rather live? 
One of pain or one of happiness?” 

And as Rosaria kept pondering on this question, she gained clarity on 
her own WHY and became conscious about why she had chosen the 
field of customer experience and why she was so passionate about it. 
She wanted to bring more happiness into the world, one 
interaction at the time. And her chosen “change playground” was 
the interactions customers have with companies. 

As Rosaria describes in her TEDx15 “Happiness-Driven-Growth: a 
new life-enriching business model,” her dream is to live in a world 
which is: 

• Human-Centered: business models see “companies, employees 
and customers” as human beings with a common shared goal: a 
peaceful, sustainable, healthy, and happy life.  

• Happiness-Contributing: companies design and deliver 
meaningful and life-enriching products, services, and experiences 
for customers, enabling and empowering their employees to make 
a difference in peoples’ lives. 

 

She thought: since we are all on the same journey, why not make this 
journey as extraordinary as we can for each other? So, she started 
thinking about a new business model: Happiness Driven Growth.  

Rosaria began by adding another element to Gandhi’s quote, 
“Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do 
are in harmony.” Here’s her definition: “Happiness is when what you 

 
15 www.wownow.eu/tedx 
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think, what you say, what you do, what you FEEL and WHAT YOU 
EXPERIENCE are in harmony.” 

 
Photo credit: Rosaria Cirillo Louwman 

In this photo from May 2015, Rosaria’s son is having the time of his 
life during their first family cruise. For him, a week of pure happiness. 
For Rosaria? A week of anxiety worrying about never losing sight of 
her two kids, considering how easily they could slip between the 
railings.  

And a week of feeling betrayed, because when she booked the cruise, 
she very explicitly asked whether any adjustments had been made to 
these wide-open railings, having found them already terrifying seven 
years earlier during her honeymoon. A happy customer experience 
was not delivered when one was not only anticipated but expected. 

Have you ever found yourself looking forward to an experience only 
to be disappointed by the company delivery of that experience? 

Anyone can quickly point out a memory of a time they were very 
much looking forward to an experience only to be disappointed by 
the company delivery of that experience.  However, nearly all the 
research on happiness concerns the responsibility of the individual or 
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the government, instead of the responsibility of the company. While 
Rosaria strongly believes that happiness comes from within (more 
about that in chapter 2), she also believes that companies have the 
ability, and even the responsibility, to create happiness too. After all, 
companies are just aggregations of people pursuing together a 
common goal. 

Going to the supermarket, taking a train, purchasing something 
online, changing a subscription, and going on a cruise are all 
interactions with a “company” and with the people working for these 
companies. And what is that interaction like? 

Take a moment to think about your last week and the most significant 
interaction you had with a company—whether it required interaction 
with a person or not. How did it make you FEEL (irritated, frustrated, 
sad, happy, delighted)? What was the consequence of this 
interaction? Did you complete the purchase? Did you decide never to 
buy from this company again? Did you tell someone or many people 
about the experience? What impact did this interaction have on the 
rest of your day? Did it make your day, or did it frustrate you? 

Interactions with “companies” represent a crucial part of our daily 
interactions. They take up our time and generate emotions in us, 
ultimately influencing our happiness. When these interactions are 
positive, we are happy, the employees we interact with are happy, and 
we both start a ripple effect of happiness in the interactions that 
follow. 

Unfortunately, we are so used to having mediocre interactions that 
we lack conscious awareness of the impact these interactions have on 
our time, on our happiness, and—business alert—on our 
subconscious purchase choices. By delivering mediocre interactions, 
we are missing out both on economic growth and on a better life. 
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Companies can deliver products and services that empower 
customers to have a more meaningful and less stressful life. They 
can design and deliver remarkable customer experiences that enrich 
peoples’ lives, and they can enable human-to-human interactions that 
are fulfilling for both parties involved. And when they accomplish 
this, customers buy from them over and over again, because 
customers want to feel happy over and over again. And their 
employees are happy, feel fulfilled, and stay with these companies. 

The most innovative companies are designing and delivering 
experiences that truly enrich lives and contribute to happiness. 
Zappos has made “delivering happiness” their mission, and 
profitability has followed. More companies are trying to get there, but 
they are stuck in matrices and business models that haven’t stepped 
up yet. They can learn from the trailblazers who are already putting 
happiness at the center. 

That is why, in 2017, Rosaria decided to start collecting 
systematically more examples of companies that are contributing to 
happiness. That’s when Stan reached out to her to ask for examples 
of Pink Goldfish. It was just like the perfect spark at the ideal time. 
Rosaria reached out to Stan to propose a Yellow Goldfish book, and 
Stan immediately agreed. 

This book is the result of collecting and analyzing nearly 300 cases 
of Yellow Goldfish and identifying the common threads. We hope that 
it can help more companies understand WHY happiness in business 
matters, WHAT they can do to contribute to happiness, and HOW to 
do so. 
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WHY CONTRIBUTE TO HAPPINESS 

We have defined a Yellow Goldfish as anytime a business does a little 
extra to contribute to the happiness of its customers, employees, or 
community and society. We have identified nine paths – or Yellow 
Factor – that we can follow both to contribute to our own happiness 
and to increase happiness in business to delight the customer and to 
drive growth, productivity, and prosperity. Contributing is a keyword 
for us. Here’s why. 

 

1. “Happier” is a better goal than “Happy.” 

We believe in the approach of Tal Ben-Shahar. According to Ben-
Shahar, “Am I happy?” is a closed question that suggests either you 
are happy, or you are not. With this question, happiness is a binary 
happy—unhappy with a presumed finite point that, when reached, 
signifies the termination of the pursuit. This point, however, does not 
exist, and clinging to the belief that it does will lead to dissatisfaction 
and frustration. We can always be happier; no person experiences 
happiness all the time. The better question to ask is, “How can I 
become happier?”16 and “What contributes to my happiness?”  

As a corollary to Ben-Shahar’s question, we want to address the 
matter: “How can organizations contribute more to the happiness of 
others—employees, customers, and society—and by doing so drive 
growth, prosperity, productivity, and profits?” 

 

2. Happiness is unlimited. We make more of it when we make 
others happier. 

Summarizing their research on goals and happiness, Kennon Sheldon 
and his colleagues suggest that the pursuit of goals involving growth, 

 
16 Happier by Tal Ben-Shahar 
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connection, and contribution can lead to greater well-being than goals 
involving money, beauty, and popularity.17  

In 10 Keys to Happier Living, Vanessa King’s GREAT DREAM 
framework starts with G for Giving. She shares that research proves 
the virtuous circle of the science of giving: helping others can make 
us happier and happier people tend to help others more. 

When companies create opportunities and potential for reciprocal 
happiness, and by doing so, contribute to employee, customer, and 
societal happiness, the natural result is growth, productivity, and 
prosperity. 

 

WHY HAPPINESS IN BUSINESS 

Happiness is becoming the new competitive advantage. Happy 
customers and happy employees drive healthy growth—even in 
times of crisis. Why? Happiness matters in business along three 
dimensions: 

 

1. Employees: Happy employees have the highest return on 
investment (ROI) because they:  

• Are more productive, creative, and innovative. 

• Buy their company’s products or services. 

• Have lower sickness, absenteeism, and turnover rates—thereby 
reducing bottom-line expenses. 

• Advocate for and praise the company to friends and family. 

• Provide valuable feedback for improvement because they care 
more about their company.  

 
17 Happier by Tal Ben-Shahar 
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• Deliver the best service to customers because they are happy 
themselves. 

 

2. Customers: Happy Customers are the most profitable because 
they: 

• Renew/repurchase and remain customers over the long term. 

• Buy more and are willing to pay a premium price. 

• Are more likely to forgive an experience hiccup and have a lower 
cost to serve. 

• Promote the brand to friends and family.18 

• Give you their most valuable asset—TIME—by providing 
valuable feedback for improvement, writing reviews, and 
engaging in your communities and forums with useful content 
and support for other customers. 

• Live longer and are more successful: they thrive, and they buy 
more/longer (whether experiences, products, or services); hence 
they ultimately have higher Lifetime Customer Value. 

 

3. Society/Community: Happy citizens bring substantial 
benefits for society as a whole.  

The article “Happiness and Psychological Well-Being: Building 
Human Capital to Benefit Individuals and Society” on The Solutions 
Journal summaries well all the benefits.19 Happy citizens: 

• are healthy people, live longer, and enjoy a higher quality of life.  

 
18 See the Forrester report “How Firms Help Employees Evoke Emotions That Deepen Customer Loyalty” 
19 Source:  https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/happiness-and-psychological-well-being-building-human-
capital-to-benefit-individuals-and-society 
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• Function at a higher level, utilizing their strengths, skills, and 
abilities to contribute to their well-being as well as that of others 
and society.  

• Are more likely to be compassionate and, therefore, to contribute 
to the moral fiber of society in diversely beneficial ways.  

• Are less prone to experience depression. When they do, happy 
citizens tend to manage it better and more quickly. They are less 
likely to experience anxiety, stress, or anger. As a result, happy 
people engage in fewer acts of violence or antisocial behaviors.  

• Enjoy healthier and more-lasting relationships, thus facilitating 
society’s social capital.  

 

Overall, happy people contribute to society in economic, social, 
moral, spiritual, and psychological terms. Compared to unhappy or 
depressed people, the happier ones engage in fewer acts of violence. 
They are less of a burden to health services, social welfare agencies, 
and police and justice systems, and so are less of a burden to the 
economy. Building higher levels of individual happiness leads to the 
healthy, happy functioning of society as a whole.20 

Happiness ultimately impacts your company’s bottom line. How? 

 

There are two fundamental ways happiness matters and impacts your 
revenue from the customer’s point of view: 

• How customers experience (experiencing self21) and choose. 
Emotions drive customers’ immediate (purchase) decisions and 
what they share on social media. For decades, economists and 

 
20 Additional information about these benefits and links to researches can be found on The Guardian  
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/nov/03/why-does-happiness-matter 
21 Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman 
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marketers assumed that our rational brain guided our purchases, 
but neuroscience has proven that we first make decisions 
emotionally and then justify them rationally. Similarly, most 
ratings and reviews, and social media sharing about companies, 
are driven by emotions, often taking place while the event is still 
happening (for example, while waiting in a queue or being on 
hold during a conversation). Forrester’s CX Index shows that 
emotion is the strongest driver of loyalty and growth22. And of 
our feelings, happiness is the most critical driver of decisions. 

• How customers remember (remembering self). Emotional events 
are remembered more clearly, accurately, and for more extended 
periods of time than neutral events23. Emotions are the gateway 
to a customer’s long-term memory and hence influence what they 
remember. Retention, enrichment, and advocacy are influenced 
by what the customer remembers about the experience. Getting 
the key to the customer’s heart (hence to long term memory) is 
the equivalent of getting the key to their wallet (and safe). 

 

In 2016, Candace Payne’s Happiest Chewbacca video went viral 
because of how quickly and easily everyone could relate to her 
emotion, generating the fastest sold-out Chewbacca mask ever and 
millions of views for KOHL’s quick reaction video.24 

 

While on the customer’s side, emotions impact your revenue; on the 
employee’s side, emotions impact your costs: 

• Unpleasant emotions increase sickness and absenteeism rates. 
While this applies to all employees, contact center employees 

 
22 See the Forrester report “Brief: Managing The Emotional Impact Of Your Customer’s Experience“ 
23 www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5573739/ 
24 www.wownow.eu/happiest-chewbacca-mom-story/ 
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report high levels of stress due to the non-stop pressure to answer 
and resolve calls quickly—all while understanding customer 
needs and emotions and responding with effective solutions. They 
also have compassion fatigue. The resulting high sickness and 
absenteeism rates increase pressure on remaining employees, 
creating an endless vicious circle. 

• Psychologically healthy workplaces retain employees. The 
American Psychological Association found that these workplaces 
have 21 percent lower turnover than the U.S. average, as well as 
21 percent higher employee job satisfaction,25 thus reducing 
costly hiring and training expenses. 

 

Now let’s take a look at why chemicals and needs matter to 
Happiness.

 
25 www.td.org/insights/cementing-happiness-leading-a-transformation-at-cemex 
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TOP FIVE TAKEAWAYS 
 

“Advice is like aspirin. It tends to only work if you actually take it.” 

- Dave Murphy 
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Here are the top five takeaways from Yellow Factor: 

1. Seek Happiness First and Profit Will Follow - If our ultimate 
purpose in life is to seek happiness and all we all want is happiness, 
why are we building or working for companies or business models 
that maximize profits, loyalty, or word of mouth? Why are we not 
building companies, business models, schools, or universities where 
the goal is to maximize the happiness of students, teachers, 
employees, partners, and customers and where profits and loyalty 
follow as a result? Companies and governmental institutions can 
leverage nine different ways to contribute to happiness of customers, 
employees, and society. These ways make the acronym of 
H.A.P.P.I.N.E.S.S. and are: Health, Autonomy, Purpose, Play, 
Integrity, Nature, Empathy, Simplicity, and Smile.  

 

2. Chemicals Drive Happiness - Happiness comes from specific 
brain chemicals that evolved to do a job, not to flow all the time for 
no reason. When we understand their respective roles, we can find 
healthy new ways to stimulate them. By understanding the six brain 
molecules linked to happiness, companies can design experiences 
that achieve both customer and employee happiness.  Experiences 
that release the DOSE neurochemicals make us happy. 

• Dopamine is your brain’s signal that a reward is at hand. The 
joyful, excited feeling is released when you approach something 
that meets an unmet need. 

• Oxytocin is the good feeling of social trust. It’s released when 
you find the safety of social support, when you hug someone, or 
where there is a good touchpoint. 

• Serotonin is calm confidence in your ability. It’s released when 
you pursue things that reinforce a sense of purpose, meaning, and 
accomplishment, and when you relax or think of happy memories. 

• Endorphin is released when you exercise and when you laugh. 
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3. Differentiation is Key to Your Growth – It is essential to stand 
out and differentiate. Happiness offers a competitive advantage 
because we buy, work, and live to pursue and attain happiness; 
because we buy more, work better and more effectively, and live 
longer and healthier lives when we are happy. The search for 
happiness drives the choices we make due to the chemical wiring of 
the brain. Even when companies choose other ways than happiness to 
differentiate themselves, every company and each of us can still have 
a Yellow Factor and do their little extra that seeds happiness, 
shines sunlight and contributes to a happier, healthier world. 

 

4. Happiness Driven Growth is a continuous journey across six 
stages: Grounding, Reaching-up, Operationalizing, Wow 
Blossoming, Taking Time, and Harvesting. 

 

5. We Have a Choice - We can choose a new more sustainable and 
meaningful way to do business:  

• As company leaders: how we choose to lead 

• As employees: how we choose to frame our work and how we 
choose to design and deliver employee and customer 
experiences that are meaningful and deliver happiness, or at 
least comfort, whenever possible 

• As customers: how we reward (buy, advocate, invest) 
companies that contribute to happiness and to a better world 

• As human beings: how we contribute to each other’s 
happiness and whole- being. 
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CHOOSE HAPPINESS 

For us, it ultimately boils down to the question: “In which world 
would you rather live? One of pain or one of happiness?”  

We choose happiness. And you? 

“What will your Yellow Factor be?” 

 

Here’s how you can help us create more Yellow Factor and spread 
Happiness: 

• Apply what you’ve learned in this book to your brand 

• Share the book with others 

• Share your favorite quotes on social media using #yellowfactor 
and #happinessdrivengrowth 

• Share with us a photo of you and the book with a glimpse of the 
country from where you are reading it. On social media, you can 
use #meandmyyellowfactor #YellowFactorInTheWorld and 
#YFITW 

• Add this book to your company library 

• Give this book as a gift to new hires or as present to your 
employees (or just buy this book for all your employees, if the 
next festivity is too far away) 

• Celebrate International Day of Happiness on March 20 

• Bring us in to speak at your conference or company event 

• Book us for a workshop, a strategy session or a webinar 

• Review this book on Amazon and GoodReads 

• Connect with us on LinkedIn and Instagram and share your 
thoughts about this book with us. We would love to hear from 
you!  
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SUNFLOWERS 
 

“Happiness held is the seed; happiness shared is the flower.” 

- John Harrigan 

 

 

TEDx Talk: Want to be happy? Be grateful | David Steindl-Rast 

25 Smile Quotes about the Value of Smiling: 
www.lifehack.org/621816/25-smile-quotes 
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Remember the sunflowers seeds from AH “moestuintje” we spoke 
about in Nature, and the ones from HelloFresh Mother’s Day we 
wrote about in Smile? Rosaria planted all these seeds in her garden in 
April, together with her kids. In the same week, Rosaria and Stan had 
met in Amsterdam to officially kick-off the work on this book.  At 
the end of August, when we sent this book 2018 edition to layout, the 
seeds had gone through all the stages of Growth. The sunflowers were 
fully blossoming, had become taller than Rosaria, developed multiple 
heads (we counted 13 in the most prominent stem), and stood in the 
garden in all their beauty for the enjoyment of Rosaria’s family and 
every neighbor walking by. 

     
 

Now that we are writing the 2020 edition, the sunflowers blossoming 
in Rosaria’s garden are actually from the seeds she received from one 
of her clients. In August 2019, the CEO of Engels & Völker America 
organized an Elite Retreat on the theme of Happiness for his top 50 
employees (an outstanding example of Yellow Factor in the 
categories Smile and Take Time) and invited Rosaria as guest 
speaker. He also arranged that all the participants would have a 
yellow welcome bag, featuring a copy of Yellow Goldfish and three 
bags of sunflowers seeds, among many other yellow treats. 
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We hope that the insights and tips from this book will help you and 
your company grow and blossom, and will contribute to your 
happiness, just as much as blooming sunflowers!  

Sunny smiling waves,  

Rosaria and Stan 
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HAPPINESS DRIVEN GROWTH TRAILBLAZERS 

You can find the most up to date list of trailblazers in this field, and 
the other links listed below 

www.wownow.eu/YellowFactorLinks  

 

Listly Yellow Goldfish collection:  

www.list.ly/list/1nzZ-yellow-goldfish-project 

 

Happy songs Spotify playlist:  

www.wownow.eu/YGMusicPlaylist  

 

TEDx Talk Playlist 

All the TEDx mentioned in this book, and more related to Happiness 
are available in the YouTube list: 

www.wownow.eu/YGTedxHappiness  
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