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Abstract

Purpose of the research: This research aims to determine the level of happiness among knowledge
workers within a South African software development organisation. Knowledge workers are defined as
workers who have high degrees of expertise, education and experience, which they use to acquire, create,
share and apply their knowledge in the workplace.

Design/methodology: The research methodology is quantitative, with the primary data gathered
via an Internet-based self-completion questionnaire.

Results/findings: This study established that the independent factors of Company pride,
Workplace influence, Leisure, Work relationships, Job satisfaction and Work-life balance all exerted a
significant positive effect on knowledge workers” happiness. The notion of happiness in the workplace is
important, due to its potential to maximise employee performance and stimulate numerous benefits for
both the employer organisation and the worker.

Practical implications and Conclusions: Promoting knowledge worker happiness within a
software development organisation facilitates tangible benefits, such as enhanced development
productivity, superior product quality, improved creativity/analytical thinking and improved company
financial performance and employee retention.

Introduction

Knowledge workers are differentiated from manual workers because they think for a living and do not
do manual tasks (CFI, nd). Peter Drucker (1959) defined knowledge workers as high-level workers who
apply theoretical and analytical knowledge and noted that they would be the most valuable assets of a 21st-
century organisation. Organisations depend on the value created by knowledge workers (Oskarsdéttir et
al., 2022). Job titles that have emerged from the information age, such as computer programmers, software
developers and Information Technology (IT) consultants are classified as knowledge workers (IBM
Education, 2023). One of the challenges relating to knowledge workers is retention and it is therefore
imperative that they are happy at work. Empowering them to stay productive is a challenge (IBM
Education, 2023; Matson and Prusak, 2010). Software professionals are employees who work intensively in
developing new IT products by using and adopting existing technologies (Fung, Hui and Yau, 2021).

Oskarsdottir et al.’s (2022) systematic literature review on knowledge worker productivity revealed
seventy-eight papers that touched on the following concepts: organisational commitment and engagement,
communication and relationships, personal characteristics and development, personal knowledge
management, well-being or happiness and job satisfaction and task approach. This study focused on the
happiness of knowledge workers in a software development organisation in South Africa. Shelke and
Shaike (2023) commented in their study on the role of workplace happiness of IT knowledge workers in
India, that empirical studies on workplace happiness are still at dearth as several studies are commonly
related to only job satisfaction and most studies do not clearly show how workplace happiness influences
employee engagement levels. Mochén (2018) states that happiness can be measured despite the field being
dominated by non-scientific traditions for many years.
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The problem addressed in this study is that the factors that influence knowledge worker happiness in
a software development organisation have not been established nor adequately explored. The research
objective of this study was to determine the factors that influence knowledge worker happiness in a
software development organisation.

Literature Review

Happiness and the pursuit thereof are preeminent throughout human culture. It is reflected in Art, in
History, in Philosophy, in Literature and in Architecture. Importantly, the pursuit of happiness is one of the
self-evident truths introduced within the American Declaration of Independence in 1776 (Robertson, 2016).
The consideration of happiness and the search for ‘the good life” are concepts that date back to humanity’s
earliest recorded history (Peterson, Park and Seligman, 2005). The benefits of happiness at work at the
organisational level are manifold and can have a significant impact on the overall success of the organisation
(Saritha and Mukherjee, 2024).

Happiness is a combination of hedonic (pleasure versus displeasure) and stimulation (active versus
inactive) values (Graziotin et al., 2018). The 20t century saw a raised awareness of the beneficial elements
of employee health and well-being or happiness. Pryce-Jones and Lindsay (2014, p. 131) define happiness
at work as the “...mindset, which enables action to maximise performance and achieve potential”. For most
individuals, the activity of work consumes approximately half their lifetime, significantly influencing their
lifestyles and contributing to their personal development (Mahadea and Ramroop, 2014). For this reason,
the improvement of work-based happiness is a valued objective for organisations (Mahadea and Ramroop,
2014). Charles-Leija et al. (2023) note the value of the “happy-productive worker hypothesis”, which
presents the notion that happier workers exhibit greater levels of productivity.

Seligman (2011) proposed the concept of flourishing, which he based on his work in happiness, stating
that it is the golden standard for well-being or happiness. His PERMA model outlines five core elements of
wellbeing or happiness, which include positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and
accomplishment (Seligman, 2011). Happiness refers to the experience of positive emotions combined with
much deeper feelings, including purpose and meaning (Achor, 2014). In the work environment, happiness
is relative to individual employees and how they feel about their jobs and their lives (Achor, 2014).

Research indicates that employees possessing an elevated degree of happiness tend to display desirable
workplace qualities, such as increased productivity, enhanced workplace collaboration, greater earning
potential, favourable workplace evaluations, improved social relationships and a greater sense of workplace
community (Cullen and Calitz, 2018). Happiness leads to desirable outcomes in education, work
performance and productivity, improved health and longevity and it promotes fulfilling social relationships
(Graziotin et al., 2018).

Determinants of Happiness

De Neve and Ward (2017) propose that the factors which drive happiness include work-life balance,
autonomy, variety, job security, social capital, health and safety. Cullen and Calitz (2018) further note that
factors like workplace influence, workplace/social relationships, optimism, job satisfaction and employee
value proposition all exhibit statistical and practical significance to employee happiness. Understanding
what matters most to employees can create a competitive advantage (Holtom et al., 2020). The following
factors were operationalised from the literature for this study.

Company pride

Company pride benefits organisations as commitment is increased and employee turnover costs are
decreased (Pereira et al., 2021). Pride is an important source of motivation for both individuals who
experience it and those who express it in organisations (Wu, Brosi and Shaw, 2023). The concept of pride is
a complex, self-conscious, non-verbal, unique yet easily recognisable human emotion, which is naturally
exhibited because of feeling satisfied through one's personal or work-based accomplishments, competencies
or positive appraisals (Masterson, Liden and Kluemper, 2017). Pride results from goal attainment, task
completion or skill mastery and reflects satisfaction with one’s achievement and identity, particularly
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within a team or group-based social interactions (Schilpzand et al., 2025). For employees to demonstrate
workplace pride, their work must be meaningful and make a positive contribution to the company (Taylor,
2019).

Workplace influence

Knight (2018) suggests that influence at work can be stimulated by networking, listening to colleagues,
strategising successful outcomes, addressing stakeholders’ needs and providing clear benefits to the overall
organisation. Employees are empowered and encouraged to pursue healthier behaviours when they have
the freedom to make decisions and are permitted to participate and discuss their ideas (Hsu et al., 2019).
Influence at work is one of the most important factors in psychosocial working conditions as employees
find it important to influence their core tasks (Andersen et al., 2022).

Leisure

Leisure demonstrates benefits, such as improved overall health and well-being, greater happiness,
enhanced life satisfaction and self-esteem, stimulates greater life purpose, personal growth, better
relaxation, stress relief, improved mood, physical fitness, better time management, greater longevity,
improved cognitive functioning, greater cultural harmony and social support, interaction and integration
(Wang and Sunny Wong, 2014). Leisure enhances individual well-being and improves the overall quality
of life. Leisure investment in the workplace positively affects organisational commitment (Kao, 2024).

Optimism

Optimistic workers are desirable for a host of reasons, such as increased self-confidence, enhanced task
performance and the ability to maintain higher levels of happiness when encountering stressful tasks or
activities (Seligman, 2002). Optimists display greater physical health, receive greater earnings and
experience positive social interactions with their co-workers (Walsh et al.,, 2018). Optimists are more
productive, creative, motivated and are generally happier in life and they are more flexible workers with a
greater capacity for problem-solving (Sahai and Singh, 2017).

Purpose

For workers, purpose at work (sometimes referred to as meaningful work) represents the means
through which they can attain a degree of personal fulfilment (Schuyler and Brennan, 2016). Meaningful
work may be expressed as the significance of work-based goals in relation to one’s own goals. (Grama and
Ramona, 2017). Purpose at work helps to guide workers' efforts, especially when directed at making a
difference in the lives of colleagues, customers and the community (Rey et al., 2019). Meaningful work is
associated with positive mental well-being and is associated with the ideas of ‘good work” and ‘job pride’,
which are important aspects of fulfilling experiences (Seligman, 2002).

Work relationships

People possess an intrinsic need to belong to a community (Saphire-Bernstein and Taylor, 2013). The
cultivation of meaningful social relationships is achieved through shared experiences where the interaction
is fun, productive or authentic (Leslie, Aaker and Schifrin, 2012). Social relationships refer to a person
possessing friends, family, work colleagues and being actively engaged within their local community
(Saphire-Bernstein and Taylor, 2013). Understanding the impact of relationships in the workplace is crucial
for organisations that want to create a positive work environment and enhance employee engagement and
productivity. The workplace is a social ecosystem where interpersonal connections and interactions shape
the work experience (Majini Jes Bella, 2023).

Job satisfaction

Work is an important component of optimal human functioning and if designed correctly, a source of
subjective well-being (Gavin and Mason, 2004; Haworth and Veal, 2004). In addition, workplace happiness
influences the level of productivity within organisations (Shelke and Shaihk, 2023). Consequently, it is
important to understand the workplace’s role and its effect on employee happiness (De Neve and Ward,
2017). Improving workplace happiness is a worthy objective as employed people favourably evaluate the
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quality of their lives (De Neve and Ward, 2017). Happier workers are associated with greater workplace
success, higher job engagement, better job satisfaction, superior workplace performance and productivity
(Davis, 2017).

Job satisfaction describes a person’s general work attitude, degree of career fulfilment and motivation
towards their job (Krekel, Ward and de Neve, 2019). More specifically, job satisfaction may be defined as a
pleasurable emotional condition, which emerges due to a worker’s job and/or their work experiences
(Yusuf, 2018). Job satisfaction improves employee productivity and client service quality, thereby enhancing
customer satisfaction and driving the organisation towards greater profitability (Rey et al., 2019). Improved
job satisfaction increases employee satisfaction, raises productivity, increases favourable attitudes towards
work, raises employee engagement, promotes organisational citizenship, develops co-worker relations,
grows staff morale, supports conflict resolution, enhances problem-solving, raises motivation, improves
workplace mood, increases earnings potential, reduces work avoidance behaviour, lowers staff turnover
and decreases absenteeism (Krekel, Ward and de Neve, 2019). Organisations with a high level of job
satisfaction tend to have higher profitability and productivity and reduced knowledge worker turnover
(Todericiu, Grama and Beca, 2023).

Work-life balance (WLB)

Work-life balance has emerged as a modern-day challenge as the quality of home/community life
deteriorates because of life and work stresses (Campbell, 2018). Consequently, work-life balance has
emerged as an influential predictor of an individual’s subjective well-being in the workplace (De Neve and
Ward, 2017). Workplace commitments consume much of an adult’s time and effort, requiring the careful
balancing of work and life/family responsibilities (Thilagavathy and Geetha, 2023). A person performs
numerous roles during daily life, such as family member, employee, coach, volunteer, etc. Each role is
complex, typically fulfilling a portion of an individual’'s needs and goals (Slocum and Hellriegel, 2011).
Knowledge workers have high work flexibility through outsourcing and off-site client work, which leads
to relatively more overlap between work and non-work life and they often suffer severely from prolonged
working hours (Fung, Hui and Yay, 2021).

Hypotheses
The following hypotheses were tested in this study:
Hi: Company pride exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
H»: Workplace influence exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
Hs: Leisure exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
Ha: Optimism exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
Hs: Purpose exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
He: Work relationships exert a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
Hy: Job satisfaction exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers
Hs: Work-life balance exerts a positive effect on the happiness of knowledge workers

Research Methodology

The research study had a descriptive and analytical design, which is classified as applied research. The
research philosophy was positivistic and the research approach was deductive. The research methodology
was quantitative, with the primary data gathered via an Internet-based self-completion survey. The survey
instrument was a standardised questionnaire, which was operationalised from literature and previous
studies on the happiness of professionals (Calitz, Cullen and Midgley, 2022). The population consisted of
knowledge workers employed at a software development organisation in South Africa. The response rate
was 89%, 116 responses out of a population of 130 staff members. The statistical analyses included
inferential statistics and Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA). The Nelson Mandela University Ethics
Committee gave ethical clearance for the study.
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Results

The demographics of the sample are presented in Figure 1. Most of the respondents were male (86%),
which aligns with national figures of 21% females employed in the IT industry in South Africa (IITPSA,
2025). Most respondents were under 36 (75%) and had worked for less than 6 years in the IT industry. Sixty-
eight percent (n=79) had a degree or a post-graduate degree and 98% lived in Port Elizabeth, South Africa.
Thirty-nine percent (n = 45) are employed as software developers, followed by fifteen percent (n = 17) of
the respondents employed within the manufacturing PLC department. The remaining 46% of respondents
(n = 54) are split across different departments, including systems analysis and design, software testing,
quality assurance and IT project Management.

Figure 1. Demographics

First job Yes=27 (23%) No=89 (77%)
Gender Male=100 (86%) Female=16 (14%)
Age 18-25 years=30 (26%) 26-35 years=57 (49%) 36-45=20 (17%) 46+ =9 (8%)
How lon
worke dg < 1 year=42 (36%) 2-5 years=55 (47%) 6+ Years=19 (16%)

Number of respondents

116

Table 1 indicates the six remaining factors, after the exploratory factor analysis was conducted, with
selected items being included for each factor. The Cronbach’s alphas were all above 0.80, indicating Good
(0.80-0.89) or Excellent (0.90+) reliability. The factor loading and percentage of total variance explained for

each factor are also included in Table 1.

Item Factor Eigen % Total Cronbach’s a
Values Variance
Explained

IF1: Company Pride 3.812 54.5 0.86
I am proud to work here 0.782

This company has symbols I identify with 0.763

This is a good organisation to work for 0.757

The company has a great culture 0.681

IF2: Workplace influence 3.794 63.2 0.88
I have influence over decisions that affect my work 0.836

My effort to take initiative is recognised 0.801

I have influence over my work environment 0.797

I have influence over how I do my tasks 0.749

IF3: Leisure 4.342 724 091
Leisure activities relieve stress 0.904

Leisure activities help me stay healthy 0.902

Leisure activities are important to me 0.829

Leisure activities enhance my relationships 0.636

IF4: Work relationships 4.437 55.5 0.88
I like the people I work with 0.839

I have good friends at work 0.810

It is easy for me to ask for help 0.788

The business has a real interest in my welfare 0.787

IF5: Job satisfaction 5.419 54.2 0.90
I am happy at work 0.811

I am motivated to do my best 0.745

I can learn new skills at work 0.739
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I feel respected at work 0.523
IF6: Work-life balance 3.480 58 0.85
My life is balanced 0.806
I am satisfied with my life 0.798
I have attained the most important things I want in life 0.757
The conditions of my life are excellent 0.746
In most ways, my life is close to ideal 0.662
DF Happiness 4.764 68.1 0.92
I am happy 0.860
I consider myself a happy person 0.854
I am generally happy and enjoy life 0,848
Life is good 0,836

Table 1. Factors and selected items after EFA

Table 2 illustrates the Pearson correlations and p-values for the hypotheses. The correlations are
statistically significant at the 0.05 level for n=116 if [r]>= 0.182 and are practically significant if [r]>=.0300,
thus both practically and statistically significant if [r]>=0.300. All correlations were statistically and
practically significant, as indicated by Cohen’s d. Six hypotheses were accepted, as the p-values were less
than 0.0005 and the correlations greater than 0.300, as indicated in Table 2.

Factor Mean Std. r- p-value Cohen’sd | Accept/
Dev. | value Reject

Hi: Company pride exerts a positive effect on 0.71

the happiness of knowledge workers 385 0.64 0.535 <0.0005 Medium Accept

Hy: Workple'lce influence exerts a positive effect 405 0.70 0.463 <0.0005 0.93 Accept

on the happiness of knowledge workers Large

Ha: Lelsure exerts a positive effect on the 417 0.65 0360 <0.0005 1.19 Accept

happiness of knowledge workers Large

Hy: thlmlsm exerts a positive effect on the 343 071 0367 0.641 n/a Reject

happiness of knowledge workers

Hs: I.’urpose exerts a positive effect on the 346 071 0.489 0371 n/a Reject

happiness of knowledge workers

Hes: Work relationships exert a positive effect 0.30

on the happiness of knowledge workers 399 0.57 0441 0.002 Small Accept

Hy: Job satisfaction exerts a positive effect on 0.52

the happiness of knowledge workers 376 0,69 0,364 <0.0005 Medium Accept

Hs: Work-life balance exerts a positive effect on 1.03

the happiness of knowledge workers 399 0,64 0,322 <0,0005 Large Accept

Table 2. Hypotheses and statistics

Figure 2 illustrates the six independent factors with the six accepted hypotheses from Table 2 and their
relationship to the dependent factor, happiness of knowledge workers.
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Figure 2. Happiness model for knowledge workers after EFA
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Discussion and Conclusions

The statistically relevant independent factors, which influence employee happiness are Company
pride, Workplace influence, Leisure, Work relationships, Job satisfaction and Work-life balance as indicated
in Figure 2. Based on the statistical analysis, each of these factors exhibits a significant and positive effect
on employee happiness at the software organisation under review. A notable independent factor is that of
Company pride, which possessed the highest correlation with Happiness, with a Pearson’s correlation value
of r=0.555. These findings are supported by research detailing the happiness of IT workers in India
(Thiagarajan and Jayasingh, 2018). The study found a significant association between ‘organisational culture
and alignment” with employee happiness, including a moderate positive correlation between the two
(Thiagarajan and Jayasingh, 2018).

For software organisations, there are tangible benefits to promoting employee happiness within the
organisation. Happier knowledge workers exhibit creative problem-solving and enhanced analytical
abilities (Graziotin et al., 2014). Happier knowledge workers demonstrate higher productivity, enhance
organisation reputation and lower staff turnover (Thiagarajan and Jayasingh, 2018). Employee happiness
positively impacts software development productivity and quality, including enhanced performance and
creativity, simultaneously lowering the adverse effects of stress, anxiety and burnout (Graziotin et al., 2018).

Limitations and directions for future research

The findings of the study show the important factors affecting the happiness of knowledge workers in
a software development organisation. One of the limitations of this study is that it focuses on a large single
software organisation in South Africa. Past studies have focused on the happiness of professionals, such as
Physiotherapists, Engineers and Veterinarians (Calitz, et al., 2022). Future research will be conducted in the
Legal profession and the Office of the Premier in local government in South Africa.
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