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One of the most important parts of my work as 
a leadership and team coach in organizations 
is encouraging people to discover and embrace 

their top values. Values are the number one in"uencer of 
happiness in both personal and professional life. Because 
they are buried within the inner realms of intellect and 
intelligence, they often go unnoticed and un-nurtured. 
When people fall out of touch with their values, they 
have a vague sense of unhappiness that builds over time 
and undermines their quality of life.

One of the main reasons why professional coaching 
has become an important modality for learning, growth 
and change is its capacity to reunite people with their 
values. Most people crave the happiness that comes 
from values alignment. Coaching helps develop the kind 
of awareness and decision-making that strengthens and 
positions values as an inner guide to greater satisfaction. 
Over and over I have seen coaching results that speak to 
the power of values in increasing happiness.

Core Values in Organizations
Core values are touted at nearly every organization as 
part of the employee branding used to recruit top tal-
ent. Many hours of strategic planning go into selecting 
and de!ning a company’s core values. Even if they have 
not been declared and de!ned, values are part of every 
workplace, shaping priorities, decision-making, and the 
dynamics of relationships. At best, core values reveal 
how truly visionary organizations thrive.1

But what happens when the employee experience 
of values at work is a far cry from the ideal culture 

promoted by the company? Or from the values he/she 
personally holds as the most important for a mean-
ingful and happy life? This is often what my clients 
bring to coaching conversations as they examine their 
unhappiness in light of goals and growth. I call it the 
values disconnect.

The Values Disconnect
One of my clients, Marlisse, has a strong value around 
collaboration. Collaboration in the workplace feeds her 
spirit of creativity and innovation. As a software devel-
oper and team leader, collaboration brings out the best in 
her, helps her stay in a place of continuous learning and 
growth, and enhances her productivity and teamwork. 

The Secret to Finding 
Happiness at Work 
Coaching for values in the workplace
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Marlisse worked in a company 
where the environment did not nur-
ture collaboration. This became a 
constant source of frustration for her. 
The company encouraged extreme 
competitiveness, which had the ef-
fect of pitting colleagues against each 
other and even withholding valuable 
information from each other (to the 
detriment of the organization).

Although she was considered a 
very valuable player, a growing sense 
of unhappiness prompted Marlisse 
to bring the topic up in a coaching 
conversation. After doing some val-
ues awareness and alignment work, 
she chose to stop blaming the orga-
nization for her ongoing dissatisfac-
tion. The coaching process opened 
her to the guidance of her values and 
she decided to look for a position 
in a different company. She found a 
wonderful new opportunity and is 
now part of a team where collabora-
tion is not only valued, but rewarded 
and encouraged in many ways.

Needless to say, Marlisse is much 
happier and productive without the 
level of frustration and anger that 
was a large part of her previous em-
ployment experience. She has found 
an organization dedicated to a more 
thoughtful way of doing business2  
that is much more in keeping with 
her own values.

Bridging the Values Gap
I’ve noticed that bringing my clients 
into conscious alignment with their 
values is empowering and freeing 
for them. It sets them up to make 
choices that are bene!cial for them-
selves, for others, and for their or-
ganizations. This naturally increases 
happiness. There are two critical 

components of values alignment in 
the workplace. It starts with indi-
vidual values clari!cation and then 
integrating the organizational val-
ues into that framework.

Team coaching is a particularly 
effective tool for bridging the val-
ues gap in organizations. Rather 
than dissect, analyze and the 
organizational culture, team coach-
ing allows the group to merge their 
individual values into a cohesive set 
of core values. These group values 
become a living system that gener-
ates synergy, engagement and per-
formance improvement.3 When an 
organization’s core values derive 
from individual values, the results 
are unlimited. An organization that 
walks cultural talk can truly fos-
ter workplace happiness.

In a talk during the US Zeitgeist 
20104, Martin Seligman challenged 
corporate leaders to expand the de!-
nition of the bottom line to include 

achievement, accomplishment and 
"ourishing. The "ourishing corpora-
tion is one where the company’s core 
values support employees to "our -
ish. In this environment, there are 
less health problems, less aggression, 
and productivity is higher.  

Coaching for Values in the 
Workplace
The !rst step, whether in individual 
or team coaching, is working with 
clients on values awareness. How of-
ten do your clients take the time to 
really listen to their values, to own 
what is innately important to them? 
Values, though intangible and subtle, 
give us messages about many things. 

Moments like these are perfect 
times to help clients connect to val-
ues and “listen” to their in"uence. 
Asking a powerful coaching ques-
tion such as “what is the value you 
are identifying here?” can open the 
door to a completely different per-
spective of the experience.

Frustration as a Values  
Indicator 
Challenging situations often become 
my clients’ best learning opportu-
nities. I catch them telling stories 
about what’s going on – who said 
what, who did this and then said 
that about it, etc. As they grapple 
with the feelings of frustration, they 

Coaching Questions to ask your clients when they 
feel frustrated or angry about something:

point to?

Examples of how  
clients’ values might  
be heard in thoughts  
or words:
“It’s not fair!”

“I want to spend more time 
with my family.”

“His dishonesty is shocking!”

“I want to make a contribution.”

choice_v11n4_features.22-45.v6.indd   36 12/2/13   9:24 AM

Re
pr

od
uc

ed
wi

th
th

e
pe

rm
is

si
on

of
ch

oi
ce

M
ag

az
in

e,
ww

w.
ch

oi
ce

-o
nl

in
e.

co
m

Reproduced
with

the
perm

ission
ofchoice

M
agazine,www.choice-online.com

mollyG4
its 10pt

mollyG4
fix



VOLUME 11 NUMBER 4  37

tend to replay the story over and over 
in their heads, deciding who is at fault 
and implicating the various players 
with the appropriate levels of blame. 
For a while, they’re appeased with the 
fact that everyone else is wrong. At 
worst, they step into being victims. 

I love seeing the lights go on when 
I challenge clients to consider that 
the real story might be about their 
values. I guide them to tune in to the 
inner landscape where they can lis-
ten to the truth of their own values. 
Until they identify and acknowledge 
the value(s) that were ignored in the 
frustrating situation, they will likely 
experience the same frustration again 
and again, each time with a slightly 
different story. 

I encourage my clients to see frustra-
tion as a red "ag, potentially indicat-
ing a value that is in jeopardy, scream-
ing to be heard and prioritized.  This 
shift in awareness creates a healthy 
call to action… to take responsibility 
for honoring that value and looking 
for ways to create alignment with it. 
The result? Empowered choices and 
increased happiness. 

The Role of Coaching in In-
creasing Happiness at Work
Regardless of all the various niches 

and specialties, most coaches are hav-
ing conversations with clients about 
work. Personal life and professional 
life both contribute to a client’s well-
being. And both provide rich playing 
ground for people to become increas-
ingly happy and satis!ed. Values play 
a big role in creating healthy emo-
tions, relationships, meaning, pur-
pose, and sense of accomplishment. 
Coaching helps connect the dots and 
guide people back to the roots of 
their values and the source of their 
happiness.

FOOTNOTES:
1 Jim Collins, Aligning Action and Values, The Forum, June 2000
2 Ben Cohen & Mal Warwick, Values-Driven Business, © 2006
3 Adria Trowhill, founder of Living Systems Approach™ for Collaborative Work Groups and Teams
4 Martin Seligman, US Zeitgeist 2010, 1-13-11
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