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HAPPINESS AS AN “EMERGENT” PHENOMENON

A felicidade enquanto fenomeno “EMERGENCE”

CARVALHO, Maria Margarida Melo de!*?

Abstract

Contemporary public organizations face increasingly complex and dynamic contexts, requiring more
flexible, collaborative approaches centered on interactions among multiple actors. The integration of
perspectives such as complex systems and service-dominant logic allows happiness to be understood as
an emergent phenomenon, co-created within relational and adaptive networks. Within this framework,
happiness does not appear as a final outcome or a static state, but as a continuous, dynamic, and
interactive process, built through experiences and relationships. It thus departs from a reductive view
associated merely with momentary well-being, assuming instead the nature of a lived path, shaped by
complexity, uncertainty, and transformation. This reflection explores the philosophical and conceptual
foundations that support this perspective, highlighting happiness as a structuring element and generator
of value in public organizations, understood as a shared experience that gives meaning to practices,
relationships, and collective purposes.

Resumo

As organizagBes publicas enfrentam contextos gradativamente complexos e dindmicos, exigindo
abordagens mais flexiveis, colaborativas e centradas nas interagGes entre maltiplos atores. A integracao
de perspetivas como os sistemas complexos e a logica dominante do servi¢co permite compreender a
felicidade como um fenémeno emergente, cocriado em redes relacionais e adaptativas. Neste
enquadramento, a felicidade ndo surge como um resultado ou estado estatico, mas como um processo
continuo, dinamico e interativo, construido ao longo das experiéncias e relagdes. Afasta-se, assim, de
uma visdo redutora associada apenas ao bem-estar momentaneo, assumindo-se como um caminho
vivido, marcado pela complexidade, incerteza e transformagdo. A reflexdo proposta explora
fundamentos filoséficos e conceptuais que sustentam esta perspetiva, evidenciando a felicidade como
elemento estruturante e gerador de valor nas organizacgdes publicas, enquanto experiéncia partilhada que
da sentido as préticas, as relagbes e aos propdsitos coletivos.
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CONTEXT

Contemporary public organizations are immersed in and influenced by multiple factors,
facing prospects of profound transformation characterized by the growing and disruptive
complexity of social, ethical, economic, political, and technological contexts. Globalization,
modernization, the digitization of public services, and the rising level of civic literacy have
substantially reconfigured and revolutionized the interaction between the state and citizens,
making the latter more demanding, critical, and pragmatic, and the former more assertive
regarding its decisionmaking processes, which are becoming increasingly complex, intelligent,
and systemic. Management approaches centered on the individual and their interactions
(stakeholders® , customers, agents) have gained prominence, transforming the modus operandi
of organizations in light of new management theories. The integration of complex systems logic
and the ServiceDominated Logic (SDL) paradigm have enabled a differentiated perspective,
reconfiguring an integrative and expansive conceptual framework that allows us to understand
the value of interactions as an emergent, co-created phenomenon resulting from an
unpredictable combination, within an adaptive, evolving system permeable to the most diverse

influences, making vulnerability and risks prospective partners.

Today, reforms in public administration no longer align with the prevailing paradigm of
selfcentered public management focused solely on linear, formal, and predictable indicators of
efficiency and rationality; instead, they require greater flexibility, adaptability, and openness to
new areas and challenges, under the umbrella of networking and proximity, with a focus on
systemic results at the social, political, and human levels, in the pursuit of full, more inclusive
fulfilment that is emerging in its multifaceted dimensions, through a perspective of sustainable,
ecosystemic, integrative, and longitudinal viability, capable of co-generating value, promoting
active participation and collaboration among actors at their different levels of aggregation
(micro, meso, and macro), contributing to the construction of a logic of immanent-transcendent
happiness as the driving force behind the ethical, teleological, and freedom dimensions. What
we wish to emphasize is that happiness emerges, in this domain, as an overarching concept that

is dynamic, interactive, evolutionary, and multidimensional, rather than as a mere state of

3 The term “stakeholders™ is used instead of “clients” because it is a concept better suited to public administration,
where participants assume multiple roles (individuals, users, partners, and decision-makers; organizations;
communities; and institutions). The term avoids the commercial connotation of “client” and aligns with approaches
to governance and the co-creation of public value within complex ecosystems framed by institutions, norms, rules,
and shared values. A service ecosystem is characterized as a dynamic system composed of a multiplicity of actors
who co-create value through interactions framed by shared institutions, norms, rules, and values.
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wellbeing, satisfaction, or emotional and transitory contentment. There is no single path to
achieving happiness. Happiness is the path itself, with all the complexity and challenges it

entails.

This conceptual article seeks to develop a cross-cutting analysis of the philosophical
foundations that underpin conceptions of happiness, both in the classical tradition and in more
contemporary approaches. The aim is not to treat philosophy as a history of Western thought
regarding the evolution of the idea of happiness over time, but rather to establish its conceptual
foundation. Taking as a frame of reference the contributions of Plato, Epicurus, Merleau-Ponty,
and Arendt regarding the construct of happiness, the aim is to understand how the process of
co-creation of value, in light of the central paradigm of Service Dominant Logic, understood as
a dynamic, complex, emergent, interactive, and intersubjective construct that emerges within a
complex ecosystemic territory composed of numerous actors who develop a diverse
constellation of meaningful and mutually beneficial interactions of an experiential, relational,
and ethical nature, can contribute to the construction of the idea of happiness in public

organizations.

The aim is to identify the current gap regarding the importance of happiness as an
emerging process capable of generating collaborative value that fuels all systems and
subsystems. As resource integrators, the actors assume distinct yet fundamental roles within a
system of increasing complexity, serving as focal points for the interactions necessary for the
growth and evolution of all systems. This process manifests itself at the level of the actors,
functioning as a mechanism that generates collaborative value—one that is more sustainable
and aligned with the organization’s purpose in context and in the use (value-in-use, value-in-

context) of resources (operand and operant).

This thematic reflection seeks not only to broaden the range of analytical possibilities
but also to rethink the role of happiness and value as a unifying space for interactive experiences
from which practices emerge that foster structuring states, imparting meaning to life’s purposes
and projects, and presenting themselves as a phenomenon that induces mutually beneficial
practices of fulfilment. Can happiness assume a structuring nature in complex, contingent,
volatile, uncertain, and ambiguous systems*? Can happiness be conceptualized as an emergent

property of complex social systems, resulting from interactions and co-creation®? Can

4 In the literature, it is referred to as VUCA
5 This idea is based on a recent article by Vargo et al. (2023) titled “Emergence in Marketing: An Institutional and
Ecosystem Framework.”
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happiness serve as a core that (self-)feeds systems, given the vulnerability and unpredictability
of social, political, ethical, and humanized contexts? Can happiness be understood as a

condition that fosters the co-creation of value?

The contribution of this work has a dual perspective: on the one hand, to offer a
conceptual model of a value ecosystem in which happiness, co-creation, and value are
understood as emergent and recursive components; on the other, to present a philosophical
interpretation that legitimizes happiness as an experiential and interactive foundation of public
life.

INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

There is no way to happiness; happiness is the way (Thich Nhat Hanh).®

As is well-known, among the ancient philosophers, happiness constituted

one of the most esteemed subjects for reflection (Boer, 2024, p.1).

Over the centuries, the concept of happiness has evolved in tandem with humanity itself,

gradually becoming more consistent and lending meaning and substance to our lived, everyday

experiences. The search for the ideal concept of happiness in the context of public service—
viewed as a place, a laboratory, and an incubator of opportunities and experiences, of
interactions, of meeting points and closeness, and of a sense of inclusion—is a central theme
today, occupying a prominent place in recent strategic and forward-looking approaches by
public organizations. Although the literature on management and value creation recognizes the
emergent nature of value (Landry & Ferrer, 2023) and the role of value co-creation in service
ecosystems (Vargo et al., 2023), happiness has been little studied regarding its role as a driving
force and generator of collaborative value systems (Hughes & Vafeas, 20217), and has generally
been treated as an outcome or indicator of well-being (Landry & Ferrer, 2023), rather than as
an emergent phenomenon that fuels and feeds back into expansive and evolutionary systems of

value co-creation.

6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jAhtNotxqTk
7 Using the acronym SWB, happiness has been studied as a subjective state of well-being in the fields of sociology
and psychology.
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The term “happiness” has an allusive nature®, with no limitations on its definition. The
notion of happiness is polysemic and contextual in nature due to its constant renewal; it evolves
subtly alongside culture, historical periods, values, and its philosophical framework. Happiness
is thus an interdependent concept of interactive narratives, with a dynamic-constructive
character, which transforms and leads us to fruitful intersubjective experiences and lived
realities. Traditionally associated with the embryonic sense of well-being, motivation, and
satisfaction —determining factors for generating value—happiness has been relegated to a
secondary position and devalued in favour of measurable variables, and has not been justified
as something emergent, immersed in a context whose degree of uncertainty, impermanence,
and contingency are its very driving force. What we propose is to outline a new vision that
allows us to view the phenomenon of happiness from a present, constructive-integrative, and
holistic perspective— one that is viable and sustainable— in a non-dualistic approach regarding
meaning versus result, identifying itself as the path itself (“happiness is the way”), a promoter
and generator of collaborative value, which stems from interactive and integrative practices
within the context, in the use of resources, and in the way that the space (spaceness), the place
(placeness) of interactions, and the state of enjoyment and well-being (the joy) (stateness)
(Carvalho, 2016) promote it, in the sense of achieving it with an emergent effect at the micro
level but one that also triggers its repercussions and its emergence in meso and macro
environments. Although the concept of well-being is a very current term in management
literature, notably as discussed in the article by Polete et al. (2023), which addresses the role
and involvement of the client in the well-being ecosystem, we intend in this reflection to
deliberately give primacy to the concept of happiness, as an overarching paradigm focused on
attention and concentration on every gesture, every breath, every glance, every presence “ (...)
you are light, you are free, enjoy deeply (...)” (Thich Nhat Hanh) , downplaying the role

attributed to the variable of wellbeing.

The idea we advocate is that well-being is a component that results from happiness,
emerging as one of its properties within the configuration of complex service ecosystems, where
the cocreation of value emerges through experiential and interactive constructs. In other words,
the focus of our epistemological stance centers on the concept of happiness as a central concept,
maintaining the logic of emergence in complex ecosystems, while establishing a conceptual
distinction from well-being and moving away from the academic discourse that treats that

variable (well-being) as an emergent property (Hughes & Vafeas, 2021; Robina-Ramirez et al

8 In contrast to the elusive notion that manifests itself in a stable and universal form.
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(2022); Landry & Furrer, 2023; Poblete et al, 2023°). The core of this article anchors the concept
of happiness as an emergent and multidimensional phenomenon that arises in interactions,
through processes and levels of micro-, meso-, and macro-aggregation, generating value that is
always collaborative and co-constructed.

We thus distance ourselves from approaches that focus more on its connection to
psychological and sociological states—which are limited and subjective (Sewaybriecker &
Massola, 20228)— and from views that regard it as a mere hedonic state of satisfaction and
positive emotional experience (Hughes & Vafeas, 2021), or as the result of a set of elements
associated with wellbeing or occupational health, or as a secondary effect of well-being (Danna
& Griffin, 1999%). Our approach situates happiness within the path itself—that is, within
emergence itself—as a reflection of micro-level interactive experiences (dyadic relationships),
shaped by the integrative and interactive practices of organizational practices and networks
(triadic relationships), which, in turn, are influenced by and influence institutional and cultural
structures in expansive and holistic cycles (multipartite relationships). “There is no distinction
between means and the end (...) we should produce the energy of joy, healing, and happiness
when we breathe in” (Thich Nhat Hanh'?).

By drawing on the contributions of philosophers such as Plato, Epicurus, Merleau-
Ponty, and Arendt!!, in conjunction with the Nordic school’s management theory'?, we aim to
understand how the concept of happiness—which is complex, polysemic, and
multidimensional, and incorporates the ideas of well-being, meaning, interaction, and collective
action—emerges, and how it can be established in a homeostatic manner within an uncertain,
vulnerable, and complex organizational context. This approach conceives of happiness as a
strategic asset that fosters trust, focus, engagement, commitment, and the co-creation of
sustainable value. However, nowadays, it is legitimate to question whether this happiness we

seek is something we merely aim to experience, with full rational and axiological awareness, or

9« (...) well-being ecosystems as structures of interaction and exchange among participating actors that facilitate
resource reconfiguration and value co-creation, driven by user-led solutions” (Poblete et al, 2023, p. 39). & “The
article by (Diener, 1984) and many others that followed echo the idea that ‘happiness’ is a problematic term for
science because it is widely used in common parlance and has a history of endless variations” (as cited in
Sewaybriecker & Massola, 2022).

10« (...) happiness is a global assessment of the quality of one’s life guided by a person’s own set of criteria. Third,
the meaning of happiness is used to denote a preponderance of positive affect (e.g., being energetic, excited, and
enthused) over negative affect (e.g., anger, disgust, guilt, depression) (...) (Danna & Griffin, 1999, p. 362).

11 O sentido figurativo releva-nos para a ideia da abordagem ndo-dual (non-dualistic approach) que se funde no
presente como se se tratasse de uma respiragdo una/tinica que configura dois movimentos (inspirar e expirar) *
Thinkers selected for this approach not with a view to presenting the history of philosophy, but as a conceptual
foundation that will help solidify the notion of happiness in a more holistic, viable, and sustainable way.

12 Service Dominant Logic (S-DL).
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whether it ultimately becomes the result of a self-centered lifestyle, exclusive to a certain form
of individualism, as Ramos (May 16, 2022%%) warns in his opinion piece titled “The Tyranny of
Happiness.” Can the idea of happiness be consolidated through an educational (continuous

learning) and professional framework and generate collaborative value?

Philosophical Contributions to Understanding the Concept of Happiness

Moreover, happiness is de facto a philosophical topic. In the last three
decades, dozens of articles on our contemporary conception of happiness
have appeared in reputable philosophical journals and a fair number of
books on the topic have been published (Bremner, 2011, p.14).

The discursive articulation of the concept of happiness—which emerges through the
intricacies of knowledge and is associated with liberation from ignorance—is presented to us by
Plato (428-348 BCE) in his fruitful philosophical dialogues. The descent into the cave, a myth
recounted in his book The Republic, represents the arduous mission of the philosopher-
teacherguide to transform the world of shadows (appearances) into clarity—light and wisdom?*
. Through a virtuous process, the stages of knowledge emerge from an immersive journey into
the realm of ignorance, of shadows (descent into the cave), so that, through a process of education
and diverse learning, one may reach the outside of the cave, represented by true reality (the
outside of the cave, the sun, knowledge, freedom, the good, happiness). The bondage that
ignorance engenders—agenerating false opinions (doxa) and unjust realities (351a; 428b) —
prevents human beings from being free and attaining the harmonious and virtuous wisdom of a

true citizen of the polis®.

This disturbing, unstable, and obscure dimension (478c)—capable of distorting life’s

paths or purposes—demands that every human being become aware of the true meaning of life,

13 Ramos, J (2022). The Tyranny of Happiness. Fénix Magazine. Retrieved from https://revistafenix.pt/a-tiraniada-
felicidade/.

14 “The philosopher, as presented by Plato in the Allegory of the Cave, observes the world in a unique way, from
outside the cave itself—understood as the world of philosophers, where they are in contact with the ‘eternal.’
Inside are the ‘ordinary’ men, chained to a world of appearances and shadows. The great difficulty facing the
philosopher arises upon his return to this world of non-philosophers, for, marked by what was revealed to him
outside the cave, the philosopher finds his greatest challenge in language, since he lacks the words to describe his
knowledge. Plato thus attempts to free humanity from the “fragility of human affairs” by introducing into thought
the notion of truth accessible through philosophical thought.” (Silva, 2010, pp. 14-15)

15 The Athenian citizen achieves freedom and happiness through a arduous journey and the pursuit of knowledge.
16 The individual is a free being guided by knowledge, reason, and the ideals of Goodness and Justice. Freedom is
built through knowledge (episteme) and ethics.
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of true knowledge, and of the very idea of the Good—symbolized by the ascent of a soul that
is orderly, inwardly just, and enlightened — experiential stages through which the fool struggles
and exposes himself in order to reach the outside of the cave—symbolically represented by light
and wisdom, thereby making him a happy, free being. Happiness emerges as a non-ephemeral
form of human fulfilment that demands effort, virtue, truth, and knowledge. In this sense, the
Good is viewed as a condition of possibility: only those who know the Good and true
knowledge, and who lead their lives in an orderly manner under the aegis of this Intelligible
Idea, are happy. Happiness, in Plato (Republic VI-VII, 508d-509b), is an epistemic construct
that involves freedom?!® and respect for the Other (Republic, Book 1V, 419a-421c; 441c-444a;
442d-443c). In ontological terms, the concept of happiness is considered on an individual basis,
but at the political level (polis) it is understood as a collective, though not intersubjective?®,
contribution. In this sense, happiness presents itself as a structural phenomenon, inseparable
from a common purpose that arises from the proper organization of the polis, and is intrinsically
associated with the ideas of Justice, the Good, and Wisdom (621 c-d) —immutable ideas'’.
This understanding is corroborated by the article by N6brega, Freitas, Neto, Monteiro, Aradjo,
and Lima (2021, p. 4), titled: Happiness in Plato and Aristotle, in which they state that “(...) the
path to happiness is that of abandoning the illusions of the senses in favour of the world of
ideas, until one attains the supreme knowledge of reality, corresponding to the idea of the good.”
According to Milovic (2006)*°, “For the Greeks, (...) the political project was not to survive,
but to live well, and, perhaps, to draw closer to the eternal world, to the divine itself.” Happiness

in Plato thus presents itself as a virtuous, ethical, epistemological, and teleological construct.

Hedonistic theories represent happiness as a —balance of pleasure over pain (Bremner,

2011, p. 97).

Epicurus (341-270 B.C.), a Greek philosopher who lived after Plato, explored the
concept of happiness, identifying it with ataraxia (the good life)*® , a form of inner tranquillity

that is cultivated through the practice of moderation.

In exploring how that concept might be achieved, this thinker proposes that it can be
attained through moderation in the pursuit of pleasure, a form of stable tranquillity, and the

elimination of fears. Epicurus identifies trust and friendship as central elements for leading a

16 The other person is not the source of my happiness.

17 “Plato, a disciple of Socrates, would say that happiness lies in the pursuit of the Good and the Beautiful. He
believed that these attributes are present only in the intelligible world, which—in contrast to the world of

18 1t stems from the way an individual acts in the world (Silva, 2018, p. 21)
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tranquil, prudent, and moderate life. Happiness thus involves an ethical dimension, in a dynamic
and therapeutic sense. Life should be simple, lived to the fullest, without excess, cultivating
friendship—the foundation of mutually beneficial positive relationships—as the connecting
link to achieve a state of serenity. Serenity is intertwined with happiness: “(...) the serenity of
the spirit, since this is the purpose of a happy life.” (Letter to Menoeceus, p. 34), in the construct
of a happy life!®. And he adds “(...) it is necessary, therefore, to attend to the things that bring
happiness, since, when this is present, we have everything, and, without it, we do everything to
attain it” (idem, p. 22). Epicurus was one of the Greek philosophers who “articulated virtue
appearances—would allow one to attain truth; that is, true knowledge. By harmonizing the three
souls—the concupiscent, the irascible, and the rational—through dialectic, one could
progressively attain knowledge of the

Good. In his view, this was the source of goodness; thus, it was equivalent to

happiness.” (Souza, 2018, p.10) *°

and happiness, virtue and ethics” (Silva, 2018, p. 7), having emphasized the role of

philosophy as a healer of souls.

Truth does not merely ‘dwell” within the ‘inner man’; rather, there is no such
thing as an inner man—man is in the world, and it is in the world that he comes
to know himself (Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 1999, p. 6).

From Plato to Epicurus and from there to Merleau-Ponty. The shift in the
epistemological foundation surrounding the concept of happiness stems from the transition from
an intelligible ideal of meaning to an immanent phenomenological foundation of lived
experience. There is not exactly a gnoseological break, but rather a new philosophical
perspective on the substance of an intentionally lived body, open to a universe of possibilities
arising from a profound experience. If, in Plato, the concept of happiness is anchored in the
realm of the intelligible, the ideal, and the transcendent, and in Epicurus it is articulated with
sensory experience through a set of axiological and virtuous practices such as prudence and
serenity—which nevertheless preserve the representative functions of general notions—in
Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), the concept ceases to be understood as a principle prior to or

external to experience, drawing its sustenance from the full and conscious lived experience of

19 In his Letter to Menoeceus, known as the Letter on Happiness, Epicurus argues that a happy life is the result of
a conscious and prudent (phronesis) management of desires and control of pain (aponia). Since life itself is
impermanent and contingent, prudence allows us to guide a happy life in a more lasting way “Of all these things,
prudence is the principle and the supreme good, which is why it is most precious (...) it is from prudence that all
other virtues originate; it is she who teaches us that there is no happy life without prudence, beauty, and justice,
and that there is no prudence, beauty, or justice without happiness.” (p. 44).
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each subject. In Plato, happiness is linked to his metaphysics and his theory of knowledge,
which culminates in the Idea of the Good. This approach implies a certain societal hierarchy,
since only a few are able to attain the fullness of the Good and of Happiness. Epicurus, on the
other hand, grounds his reflection in the individual and sensory dimension, implying a concrete
experience of the pleasure attained by a tranquil soul (ataraxia). For Epicurus, knowledge has
only a therapeutic function in the pursuit of ataraxia, involving more mindful ways of being
such as prudence, friendship, and moderation. Merleau-Ponty does not accept an absolute truth
that is viewed as a guarantor of happiness, nor the existence of a universal criterion for lasting
pleasure. Although he does not specifically address the question of happiness in his writings,
and despite the fact that the value instilled in his philosophy integrates the perception®® and the
idea of the body as conditions of existential fulfilment, inseparable from lived individual
experience, Merleau-Ponty possesses a perceptive and intersubjective understanding that is
implicit in each being’s ability to transform their life into a good or liveable one?’. In other
words, happiness is a way of being-in-the-world, a path, a journey in constant (re)construction??.
Being is ambiguous, and becoming aware of this ambiguity allows for a quest through our
relationships with others and with ourselves, in a state of constant intersubjectivity. Lima (2014,
p. 106) states, in this context, “Merleau-Ponty has no interest in founding a philosophy of the
subject, for being is devoted to meaning; it is a subject intertwined with the world. There is no

transcendental, pure subject; man is, at the same time, a bodily ‘I’ and a thinking subject.”

There is, therefore, a line of critical continuity, since these three thinkers seek the
foundation of the meaning of life. Happiness is associated with an ethical way of life, involving
responsibility, conscience, and consistency in behaviour, as well as an authentic relationship
with reality— even if this fulfilment is impermanent in relation to the world. The subject is not
a mere observer of the world. It is through the body that we confer meaning and anchor

ourselves to reality, the body being a perceptual mediator that connects us to the world itself.

The body is, therefore, seen as a source of meaning—that is, of the
significance of the subject’s relationship with the world—but a subject viewed
in its totality, in its structure of relationships with the things around it, with
the things that surround us (idem, p.107).

20 “Perception embodies and brings to light a relationship between the world and the self (moi) that is inconceivable
according to the clear distinction between subject and object, because it is impossible to confine it to one or the
other” (Dufourcq, 2012, p. 230)

21 ponty, M. Phenomenology of Perception (introduction)

22 For Merleau-Ponty, happiness is a lived body that is always in relation to others; therefore, its nature is
intersubjective. Intersubjective corporeality manifests itself in presence and existence with others, where meaning
emerges from our intertwined relationships with them.
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Set within the framework of phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty’s thought traces the
concept back to its origins in perceptual experience, conceiving it as an expression rooted in the
body’s embodied intentionality. This reorientation constitutes not merely a theoretical variation,
but a shift in the epistemological register, insofar as the foundation of meaning no longer resides
in the intelligible nor in an empirical representation of the real, but in the pre-reflective depth
of perception, always situated and inexhaustible. Happiness emerges from this intentional
experience, from authentic, corporeal living. Everything springs from perception?®, from this
mode of experience, from a mode of conscious living whose nature and significance®® are

intense and intentional, in a dynamic and uninterrupted flow. “The world is not what I think,

but what I live; I am open to the world, I communicate with it without a doubt, but | do not

possess it; it is inexhaustible.” (Merleau-Ponty, p. 14). ~

Everything depends on the intentional way in which the subject perceives and lives the
world. This lived experience is consciousness; it is the totality of the world in the form of
essence. Consciousness gives meaning to experience, and there is no meaning to the existence
of a body/soul duality?®. Everything is body: “(...) I am in my body, or rather, I am my body”
(ibid., p. 208). In other words, experience is inseparable from the body. “Merleau-Ponty
contends that our perception and understanding of the world are intricately tied to our bodily
existence” (Zhou, 2025, p. 11). It is through the body that we interact with corporeality and
intentionality. The body is the condition of possibility for perception and relationship. The
human being is a being-in-the-world constituted through a continuous intertwining (interaction)
with others. Happiness is intensely and intentionally experienced through the body intertwined
with other bodies, and cannot be separated from the lived context. Happiness is not an
abstraction: it is experienced in the sensory realm, in bodily dynamics, in the way we inhabit
places and encounters “(...) happiness is not merely the mental state of an individual but also
an embodied and relational phenomenon” (Zhou, 2025, p.11). A happy life emerges from the
lived, experienced world and is established through a fluid relationship between body,
perception, and the senses. In this vein, Dufourcq (2012) points out, drawing on Merleau-

Ponty’s philosophy, that “the man of action, the contemplative, and the image-creating poet are

23 Thich Nhat Hanh discusses focus through the concepts of “be attentive,” “focus,” and “concentration.” 2

“According to Merleau-Ponty, meaning is not an abstract intellectual construct but is rooted in the embodied
engagement with the world. For Merleau-Ponty, happiness is found in the richness of lived experience, where the
body serves as the mediator between the self and the world (Merleau-Ponty & Smith, 1962). The meaningful life
emerges from the dynamic interplay between the body and the environment, highlighting the importance of direct,
unmediated engagement with one's surroundings. This suggests that happiness is not merely the mental state of an
individual but also an embodied and relational phenomenon.”(Zhou, 2025)

24 The concept of the body-soul duality proposed by Cartesianism.
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inseparable within each of us, and we can balance one with the other” (Dufourcq, 2012, p. 247).

Happiness is co-experienced and is, in this sense, relational and perceptual.

Thus, by way of conclusion, we could say that while in Plato happiness stems from a
rational path, ordered according to the Idea of the Good, which maintains the individual within
an ontological and epistemological framework, in Merleau-Ponty, any form of human
fulfilment presupposes a perceptual, intersubjective phenomenology that is originally immersed
in corporeality. For Merleau-Ponty, the human world is a fabric of lived relationships in which
meaning emerges not from the subject, but from the shared territory of significations.

(...) the position of the other does not reduce me to the status of an object in
their field; my perception of the other does not reduce them to the status of an
object in my field. The other is never entirely a personal being if 1 am
absolutely myself and if | apprehend myself in apodictic evidence (Merleau-
Ponty, 1999, p. 472).

The difference is not merely ethical in nature, but structural and foundational?.

Epicurus views happiness as a sensory and axiological dimension that can be attained
by all through peacefulness and prudence, and in a homeostatic manner generated by friendship
and moderation; for Merleau-Ponty, happiness takes on an intersubjective, existential, and
relational nature in a process of seeking within a lived world, in a dynamic and habitational
process?®. However, in terms of convergence, we can affirm that happiness requires discernment

and lucidity resulting from a certain way of relating to oneself, to others, and to the world.

The right to pursue this happiness is truly as undeniable as the right to life: it
is, in fact, identical to it. But it has nothing in common with success, which is
rare and never lasts and cannot be sought, because it depends on luck and on
what chance gives and takes away, although most people, in their ‘pursuit of
happiness,” pursue success and become unhappy even when they find it,
because they want to preserve and enjoy their luck as if it were an inexhaustible
abundance of good things.” There is no lasting happiness outside the prescribed
cycle of painful exhaustion and pleasant regeneration (...) (Arendt, The Human
Condition, 2007, p. 120).

“(...) as per Arendt, the notion of 'happy life’ is interwoven with the opulence
of human relationships and the shared world of political ction (Zhou, 2025, p.
7)

25 We return to the duality: happiness in the transcendent (Plato) versus happiness in the immanent relational
realm, in experiences shared with others (intersubjective).

% The inner world, in the sense of the dwelling place of the self, which expands through the individual’s ability
to recognize themselves as an integral part of the world.
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Hannah Arendt (1906-1975), a contemporary philosopher, reflected on the sphere of
vita activa?’ as a source of political and existential understanding, emphasizing the dimensions
of action, the public sphere, and plurality?®. Happiness, in this sense, is linked to the ability to

act with others, to see one’s own contribution become visible and relevant (Zhou, 2025).

Hannah Arendt’s political philosophy introduces an existential and communal
dimension to the agenda by asserting that human action, to be fulfilled, requires a public space
of plurality, participation, and visibility. For Arendt (2007, p.31), human fulfilment emerges
from the public sphere through joint action and interaction with others: “All human activities
are conditioned by the fact that men live together; but action is the only one that cannot even be
imagined outside the society of men.” Happiness, from the Arendtian perspective, is associated
with the ability to act with others and to see one’s own contribution recognized in the common
world: “Arendt places a distinct emphasis on the importance of human relationships and the

public sphere in the pursuit of a ‘happy life’”” (Zhou, 2025, p. 7).

Happiness is realized, above all, through action and participation in the public sphere,
and it is embodied in the construction of the common world and the exercise of political
freedom. “Hannah Arendt contributes to political theory and existential philosophy by offering
a distinctive perspective on the pursuit of a “happy life’” (Zhou, 2025, p. 7). Human beings find
fulfilment when they create, initiate, and interact within the common world. Plurality, freedom,
and visibility are essential conditions for generating social value. Happiness is thus the product

of joint action and mutual recognition?®.

Hannah Arendt explicitly rejects the Platonic theory regarding the existence of universal
truths and political practice in the Greek polis. Plato conceives of politics as an activity
subordinate to philosophy, viewing it as the rule of elites and philosopher-kings (a sphere
grounded in a societal hierarchy based specifically on an onto-gnoseological differentiation)

that few can attain, thus closing it off to ordinary mortals. And, in terms of happiness, this

2" Segundo Portes (2022, p. 140), para Arendt, “Action is the political activity par excellence, where people appear
before others in public through deed and speech”. Hannah Arendt uses the term vita activa to describe the three
activities she considers fundamental to human beings: labor, work, and action” (Silva, 2010, p. 12).

2 For Arendt, plurality “is the condition of human action because we are all the same—that is, human—uwithout
anyone being exactly like any person who has ever existed, exists, or will ever exist” (The Human Condition,
2007, p. 16).

2 “But society levels the playing field under all circumstances, and the triumph of equality in the modern world is
merely the political and legal recognition of the fact that society has conquered the public sphere, and that
distinction and difference have been reduced to matters of the individual’s private life” (Arendt, 2007, pp. 50-51).
38 “We find it in Plato’s political philosophy, where every utopian reorganization of life in the polis is not only
guided by the philosopher’s superior insight, but has no other purpose than to make the philosophical way of life
possible.” (The Human Condition, 2007, p. 22)
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constitutes the ultimate end of human life, associated with and aligned to truth and the Good,
situated in the intelligible world. For Arendt33, politics is situated within the sphere of action—
a pluralistic and egalitarian space where opinion® takes root and cannot be based on a “utopian
political system” (Arendt, 2007, p. 239), a space that is inaccessible, or rather accessible only
to those in office. The public sphere is a relational field where freedom discovers within itself
an immeasurable power, “drawing sustenance from the plasticity of the public sphere” (Moura,
2021, p. 783). Happiness emerges from experiences between subjects, from intersubjective,
malleable, unpredictable interactions. And, for this philosopher, there are two types of
happiness: private happiness, linked to well-being and vital needs, and public happiness.
Happiness is linked to active life, interaction, and dialogue, and stems from the experience of
freedom within the sphere of plurality; it cannot be classified as a stable psychological state.
“She contends that freedom is not a passive state, rather it is realized through active participation
in the public sphere” (idem, p. 7). In this appropriation of the real, happiness is profoundly
intersubjective and political. On the other hand, Arendt criticizes the common modern idea of
happiness associated with abundance, individual satisfaction, security, and consumption
(Arendt, 2007, p. 79). Nevertheless, in a constructive and non-reductive sense, we can say that
there are some points of convergence: while Plato criticizes Athenian democracy for its
instability and submission to base desires, Arendt levelled strong criticism at modern forms of
politics that reduce the political sphere to bureaucracy and totalitarian domination (Arendt,
2007, p. 347). Both identify the public sphere (polis) as a place of visibility and action, where
individuals reveal themselves and make decisions. Politics cannot stray from the purpose of

serving collective life.

For Arendt3, happiness emerges from the very active exercise of the sphere of public
action, in the dynamic, impermanent, and contingent space where freedom?®? (Arendt, 2007, p.

40), participation, and human interaction give it substance®?.

%0 For Plato, there is an epistemological difference between doxa (opinion) and episteme (true knowledge).
Platonic doxa belongs to the world of appearances, to the shadows that give rise to false truths, with error serving
as an obstacle to the clarity of intelligible truth (the allegory of the cave).

31 The human condition.

32¢(...) freedom takes on an inalienable dimension, for when human beings act, they are demonstrating their
freedom” (Silva, 2010, p. 6).

33 “Freedom and action depend on plurality; human beings are free when they act among one another. From this
we can conclude that action and freedom are interrelated, for, according to Arendt, freedom stems from the human
capacity to begin, to act” (Silva, 2010, p. 97).
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The attainment of ataraxia and the practice of moderation chart the path to Epicurean
happiness, for ethics exists to ensure inner serenity. Happiness is individual. And, in this sense,
politics is a source of disturbance. However, Arendt takes a different view from Epicurus
because philosophy and politics are intimately linked to the human condition itself and to life
in community. While Epicurus extols serenity and inner peace as the source of happiness,
emphasizing a private and secluded life (Letter to Mineceus %), Arendt finds it in
impermanence, in contingent reality, in uncertainty, and in the unpredictability of the sphere of
public action®, where freedom is understood as a process of action. But there are some points
of convergence, namely in the rejection of accumulation and consumption as drivers of
happiness, and in the association of freedom with the idea of happiness, albeit with distinct
meanings: Epicurus affirms freedom in the face of fears, and Arendt asserts freedom as action
in the world®. For Arendt, nativity, secured by birth, constitutes “(...) the ontological

foundation of the human capacity to act and, with it, of freedom itself” (Moura, 2021, p.782).

For Merleau-Ponty, happiness is a way of inhabiting the world that emerges from a
substantive and bodily relationship with others and with the world, conceiving it as relational
and open “(...) because my body is my general power to inhabit all the environments of the
world, the key to all the transpositions and equivalences that keep it constant.” (Merleau-Ponty,
1999, p.414). The subject is a being-in-the-world, therefore inseparable from their lived
experience, from their authentic relationship with the real: “The body is the vehicle of being in
the world, and to have a body is, for a living being, to join a defined environment, to merge with

certain projects, and to engage continuously in them” (Merleau-Ponty, 1999, p.122).

Happiness is not an end in itself; it arises from individuals’ lived and situational
experiences. Now, from the Arendtian perspective, its essence lies in active participation and
responsible collective action. Happiness is not a lasting inner state, but emerges from the
unpredictability of experience and the risk of exposure in the public sphere. It is relational,
plural, and contingent, and is inseparable from the active life, realizing itself in commitment to

the world and to others. Arendt tells us, in a reflective-clarifying mode, that

34 “The path to pure sensual happiness lies in the soul’s ability to ‘escape to a happier world of its own creation, so
that, with the aid of the imagination (...)”” (Arendt, 2007, p. 126).

% “The solution to the problem of unpredictability, of the chaotic uncertainty of the future, lies in the ability to
make and keep promises” (Arendt, 2007, p. 248) and, furthermore, “When promises lose their character as small
islands of certainty in an ocean of uncertainty—that is, when this faculty is abused to encompass the entire future
and chart safe paths in all directions—promises lose their binding nature (...) ” (ibid., p. 256).

3% <A man who is unaware that he is subject to necessity cannot be free, since his freedom is always won through
attempts—never entirely successful—to free himself from necessity” (Arendt, p. 133).



80 | CARVALHO, Maria Margarida Melo de

The objectivity of the world—its character as a thing or object—and the
human condition complement one another; because it is a conditioned
existence, human existence would be impossible without things, and these
would be a jumble of incoherent articles, a non-world, if these articles were
not conditions of human existence. To avoid misinterpretation: the human
condition is not the same as human nature, and the total sum of human
activities and capacities that correspond to the human condition does not
constitute something resembling human nature (Arendt, 2007, pp. 17-18).

In this flow of experiences and changes, freedom is not “(...) fully attainable, always
caught between what renews and what preserves.” (Moura, 2021, p. 797) Like happiness, it is

a dynamic, tense, and emerging co-construction.

Based on the foregoing and a comprehensive reading of these thinkers’ approaches to
the concept of happiness, a contemporary interpretation of happiness as a process of
coconstruction emerges. This concept can be summarized in four interconnected and
converging dimensions: i) structural dimension (Plato): happiness depends on the idea of
justice, the clarity of roles, and liberation from ignorance; ii) relational-affective dimension
(Epicurus): well-being arises from trust, serenity, and the elimination of fears; iii) experiential
and phenomenological dimension (Merleau-Ponty): the lived context and the quality of shared
intersubjective experience shape well-being; iv) political-social dimension (Arendt): shared
action and meaningful participation generate collective meaning and value, in which freedom
emerges as an indeterminable, unpredictable, and impermanent nature. Thus, happiness is not a
private state; it involves an ethical dimension and is a dynamic mode of human fulfilment with
oneself, with others, and with the world, emerging within the construct of liberation. Happiness

emerges in the sphere of public action through constant interaction.

In this sense, the philosophical foundations of happiness can provide normative and
cognitive frameworks for the co-creation of value in complex systems and in the life of public
organizations. Integrating Plato, Epicurus, Merleau-Ponty, and Arendt has allowed us to
understand that happiness, ethics, sensory perception, action, and meaning are not merely
individual attributes, but rather structural and societal elements on the path to happiness
(happiness is the path itself), becoming a relational ontology, an ethics of presence, a practice
of common action, and a continuous process of human value production. By way of summary,

we present a conceptual map of the ideas developed above.
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Fig. 1 - Concept map illustrating the meaning of the concept of happiness from a philosophical perspective
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Fig. 2 — Happiness as a driving force behind our understanding of reality

The concept of happiness in complex systems

There has been a continuing interest in human happiness and the
factors involved in making people happy (Dennis et al., 2016;
Diener et al., 1985; Easterlin, 2003; Lyubomirsky and Lepper,
1999; Mogilner, 2010). While it is broadly agreed that happiness
is about feeling good (McMahon, 2006), the word is also
confusing because it can mean different things to different people

in different contexts (Diener et al., 2018) (apud Hughes &
Vafeas, 2021).
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In the wake of the major questions debated by philosophers on the topic of happiness,
theorists in the field of service management and leadership have also highlighted the importance
of this topic in the management practices of public services, making them more contemporary
and modern, focused and responsive to citizens, more agile and connected, and more capable
and proficient. According to Bjerke (2025), happiness at work has become a central theme in
organizational research, positively influencing people, the optimization of results, and the

mission.

Currently, a public service is understood as a complex systemic constellation grounded
in inter- and intra-relational experience®’, a dynamic and adaptive paradigm system (Vargo et
al., 2023), embedded in a context and as such permeable to multiple influences, with a specific
mission to anticipate the needs of all stakeholders involved, promoting environments of
commitment and alignment that generate collaborative and interactive value, seeking to respond

to the challenges it faces daily.

Interactive practices that emerge in complex ecosystemic contexts can facilitate
integrative practices, which, in turn, can give rise to states of happiness linked to the
construction of collaborative value. Happiness consists of the ability to reconstruct meaningful
flows of meaning regarding life’s purpose, drawing on readjustments, adaptabilities, and
expectations in constant reconstruction. The enduring value of happiness as a continuous and
lasting state proves conceptually unsustainable. What can be enduring is not the experience of
happiness in itself, but the ability to transform the impermanent and ephemeral moments
inherent in complex systems, bringing about new adjustments and equilibria, integrating
disruption, adversity, and risk as essential drivers for the system’s regeneration, reorganizing
itself and producing new, impermanent homeostasis® in a continuous cycle, making it eco-
viable and self-sustaining. Happiness is the very path that emerges from interactions and

intersubjective relationships within ecosystemic contexts, resulting in collaborative value.

37 We refer to a set of systems that interact with one another and mutually create reciprocal value, based on dynamic
experiences and interactions and on the use of resources within a context of connections and expansion. A system
is a connective network of relationships. VVargo et al. (2023, p. 6) reconceptualized the notion of value as the result
of a process of value co-creation.

3 Homeostasis is an inherent ability of living organisms (systems) to dynamically maintain themselves within
their environment through self-regulation. This process is not static, but according to systems theory, it is crucial
for the survival of species and the systems that interact with one another.
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The concept of value3 has been widely debated in the management and marketing
literature and has a myriad of connections to other scientific fields. Service Dominant Logic
(Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2016) presented a new approach to the concept of value, which
derives it from a logic*® of interconnected and relational networks (networking relations) 4!
through the integration and use of resources in context*® (value-in-use; value-in-context)
(Carvalho, 2016). Vargo and Lusch (2016), following updates to the S-DL paradigm under the
umbrella of institutional logic, assigned five axioms to the 11 foundational premises (FP),
defining that: i) service is the fundamental basis of exchange (FP1); ii) value is co-created by
multiple actors, always including the beneficiary (FP6); iii) all social and economic actors are
integrators of resources (FP9); iv) value is always determined in a unique and
phenomenological way by the beneficiary (FP10); v) value co-creation is coordinated through
institutions generated by the actors and institutional arrangements (FP11). More recently, the
S-DL paradigm (Vargo et al., 2023) anchors a new concept of “emergence,” based on the
framework of open and complex systems thinking. This phenomenon is characterized as
emerging from the relationships among the various elements of the system; it is defined as
evolutionary and adaptive, yet cannot be reduced to these aspects alone*? , and is associated
with the concept of collaborative value. Based on this concept—which arises from an
interactive combination and gives rise to new entity(ies)—these authors emphasize that the

whole (a viable and holistic ecosystem) is “more than the sum of its parts”*,

Following this epistemological approach, these authors redefine the characterization and
conceptualization of the axioms as follows: i) the exchange of services for services provides the
essential interactions necessary for emergence; ii) the multifaceted and interactive nature of

value co-creation implies that it is a systemic and, therefore, emergent phenomenon; iii) actors

39 Entendemos valor como um constructo reciproco, baseado numa logica relacional que emerge em contexto(s),
integrativo e colaborativo.

40 “Networks are interdependent structures involving multiple organizations or parts thereof, in which one unit is
not merely formally subordinate to the others in a broad hierarchical arrangement.” (O’Toole Jr, 2014, p. 361)

41 There is a categorization regarding the levels of interaction, designated by layers — macro, meso and micro
(Chandler and Vargo, 2011; Vargo & Lusch, 2016) — which configure typologies of relationships between actors.
4 Value is viewed as a systemic construct that integrates operational resources (knowledge, skills, abilities, values,
culture, and trust relationships) and operated resources (materials). Operational resources are dynamic, intangible,
and act upon other resources; operated resources are static, tangible, and are subject to actions (documents,
infrastructure, materials).

42¢(...) we adopt a more precise conceptualization of emergence, grounded in systems thinking, as a phenomenon
that arises from the relationships among existing system’s elements but that is qualitatively different from and
irreducible to them (...)” (Vargo et al, 2023, p. 3).

43 “Emergence -The process of constituting a new entity with its own particular characteristics through the
interactive combination of other, different entities that are necessary to create the new entity but that do not contain
the characteristics present in the new entity. The emergent whole is more than the sum of its constituent parts”
(Vargo et al, 2023, p.17).
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participate in the systemic process of creating new resources through the integration (interaction
and use) of existing resources, which implies that resources are emergent; iv) value is a holistic
and experiential result of complex interactions within the context of a given system and is
therefore always emergent; v) institutions emerge from interactions among actors and provide

both the context and the foundation for new interactions and emergences (ibid., p. 17).

The theory of complex systems thus offers a new analytical lens that marks an
epistemological break from mechanistic and dualistic models of explaining reality. The
continuous cause-andeffect system of that previous model of understanding the world is
replaced by a paradigm that emphasizes the dynamics of interactions, complex adaptive
relationships, and emerging constructs in a world in constant transformation, seeking to
generate resilience and adaptability in the face of market volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity1**. Value, practices4*, institutions, and resources themselves are not given a
priori, but emerge from the dynamic interaction among actors within a complex ecosystem of

service(s).

The concept of “emergence” can thus be analyzed from two perspectives: as an
ontological phenomenon (what reality is) and as an epistemological dimension (how we know
it). Vargo et al. (2023) argue that relational interaction is one of the ontological views of
emergence (p. 3) and, in this sense, is unpredictable and nonlinear. Relational ontology holds
that reality is composed of relationships, interactions, and processes, and that value is a
relational construct in constant flux, arising from practices and the use of resources, which gives
rise to new realities. From an epistemological perspective, the unpredictability and

impermanence of contexts highlight the nonlinearity of relationships.

4 We are referring to the acronym VUCA. This concept requires institutions to demonstrate agile leadership,
strategic vision, and a continuous ability to adapt to challenges in order to survive in this vast and ever-changing
landscape.

4 The concept of practice is a contemporary topic associated with everyday life that emphasizes the centrality of
human actions and interactions, shaping the social sphere. “Practices are systemic and contextual; pragmatic and
situated; they are manifestations and understandings of everyday life. They are dynamics that reflect
transformations in human nature. They are cross-cutting echoes of the ways in which the individual constructs
their relationship with the world.” (Carvalho, 2016, p.43).
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In this sense, knowledge is contextual, provisional, and evolving. Value does not exist
prior to interaction and can only be grasped in context* through the involvement of actors*’
and the use of resources. The theory of complex systems, adopted by S-DL, points, in this sense,
to the unpredictability of interactions and the combination of resources (operators and
operands), which emerge directly from the very concept of emergence. Interactions can,
according to Arantola-Hattab (2013)*, be direct or indirect, and arise from experiences, with
varying levels of intensity®* that occur within a context and through the use of resources. We
are thus faced with a system of interdependencies and structural interconnections that constantly

renews itself in the face of diverse and impermanent scenarios.

Complex Ecosystem

4 Actors

Interactions
Resources
Experiences ¢

Fig. 3 — Emergency Logic

4 According to McColl-Kennedy et al. (2018), the context itself is interdependent and subject to influence, and can
affect experiences in a positive and/or negative way.

47 This epistemological aspect of the concept of emergence points to a phenomenological and pragmatic universe
based on interactions—evolutionary constructs of co-created value (of a phenomenological nature)—that are
understood a posteriori.

4 This author classifies interactions as visible—those that occur within defined times and spaces—and (ii)
invisible—those that involve an unseen constellation of actors, generated through social, cultural, familial, friendly,
and professional relationships, and which lie beyond the visible. 5 McColl-Kennedy et al (2018).
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In the S-DL paradigm, emergence implies a relational and process-oriented ontology, in
which value and institutions exist as emergent properties of service ecosystems, and an
interpretive and contextual epistemology, in which knowledge is co-created, situated, and,
inevitably, provisional. Emergence is a construct in a state of constant evolution. From the S-
DL perspective, the concept of emergence refers to the fact that value, meanings, and the
outcomes of interactions are not entirely predetermined, but emerge dynamically from the
interaction among multiple actors*, resources, and institutional contexts. The way resources
are combined and activated gives rise to co-created value, which can generate disparate and
unpredictable outcomes in different contexts that are, by nature, evolving. In other words,
emergence points to the unpredictability of the occurrence of pre-determined collaborative
value. This stems from relational flows between actors and resources and cannot be fully
planned. However, unpredictability and impermanence open the way for the emergence of

innovational management and prospective management®°.

Within the metatheoretical model (S-DL), the concept of emergence is grounded in a
relational and process-oriented ontology, according to which social and economic reality
consists of dynamic interactions among multiple actors embedded in service ecosystems. From
this perspective, value, as well as the institutions that guide action, are not pre-existing entities
or intrinsic to resources, but rather emergent properties resulting from the continuous co-
creation, reproduction, and transformation of social practices. Epistemologically, this approach
supports an interpretive and contextual conception of knowledge, recognizing that the
understanding of value and institutional dynamics is situated, relational, and constructed from
the actors’ experience, being, by nature, contingent and provisional (phenomenological nature)
(Vargo et al., 2023).

4% From the S-DL perspective, all actors serve as integrators and catalysts of resources, with each actor bringing a
wealth of experiences, skills, and knowledge, as well as life goals and expectations.

0 Complex, open, and adaptive systems, as well as the concept of emergence, move away from the logic of
anticipation defined by the Forecast-Plan-Control triad. Contexts are volatile, and value arises from interactions.
Working with scenarios expands strategic vision and integrates multidimensional approaches to open,
collaborative systems. Since innovation is both process-oriented and relational, it creates spaces for the
“emergence” of novelty. Prospective management and innovation management align with the concept of
emergence by recognizing that the future and innovation are not entirely predictable; they emerge from dynamic,
nonlinear, and contextualized interactions, and it is up to management to create conditions, capabilities, and
ecosystems conducive to the emergence of value. Risk management is gradually being integrated into individual,
group, and service contexts.
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In this line of thinking, one of the major challenges currently facing the public sector
lies in the concept of happiness and the co-creation of value in a substantive and eco-sustainable
dimension, capable of fostering trust and a sense of connection to systems, anchored in
relational practices at various levels that are more inclusive and transformative in nature.
Citizens and other stakeholders adopt a proactive, experiential, and synergistic stance, aligning
spheres of action regarding their connective, cooperative, learning, and open to inclusion, to be
positive toward others in order to integrate, implement, and evaluate public policies that are
increasingly engaging, contemporary, and consistent with this sense of being, of selfhood, of

self-awareness, and of authenticity.

Public organizations are entities that define themselves as complex ecosystems and are
characterized by a constellation of actors who interact within a system of interdependencies,
generating nonlinear relationships with emergent®® outcomes. This model of collaborative
governance presupposes greater transparency, freedom, accountability, trust, commitment, and
proximity®? . Based on co-constructive® dialogues, with more structured yet simultaneously
more open and integrated frameworks for shared responsibility, enabling more coherent,
systemic, and legitimate decision-making, leveraging results that are both more sustainable and
challenging, and reconfiguring the dimensions of trust and reliability to be more convergent and
consistent with the demands of the public sphere, the co-created value is determined by a logic
of transformation where it is phenomenologically shaped by interactions and experiences. Co-
creation empowers and promotes the public sector, reconnecting with the societal system,
incorporating diverse perspectives, needs, experiences, and knowledge regarding the viability
of more complex and fruitful solutions, paving the way for the emergence of the idea of
happiness as an emerging value construct. Public administration, traditionally guided solely by
instrumental rationality and productivity indicators (the “service delivery” approach), is now
challenged to reinvent itself and to equally assess and incorporate the human and social impact
of its actions, fostering motivation and a sense of fulfilment (the “transformation™ approach).

People are, without a doubt, the cornerstone of organizations. It is vital for the systems and the

51 Emergent results are those that are neither entirely predictable nor entirely controllable.

52 According to Ravina-Ripoll, Diaz-Garcia, Ahumada-Tello, and Galvan-Vela (2024), managers should foster a
cooperative culture that promotes happiness, for example through emotional compensation and organizational
justice.

%3 According to Valencia Franco and Castafio Gonzalez (2022), communication and narratives of connection are
currently the key to managing happiness in organizations by involving the protagonists (workers) as proactive
agents in fostering it. They further add that other factors can contribute to workplace happiness and should not be
overlooked, such as: leadership, recognition, personal fulfilment, the perception of equality (fairness), camaraderie
and the environment (culture), trust, and human resource management, among others.
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sustainability of the public sector to design a more humanistic and inclusive organization from
a systemic-holistic perspective where happiness emerges as a guiding principle. According to
Ravina-Ripoll et al (2024) and Caraballo-Arias et al (2024), workplace happiness becomes an
intangible resource that plays a vital role in the competitiveness and success of organizations
by generating collaborative value creation and enhancing individual and collective loyalty and

identity.

The way people perceive and articulate life, their purposes, work, and social networks
has had a transformative effect on organizational contexts, imposing new sustainable forms and
models in the face of the disruption of being and existence. Job stability—one of the most
prominent concepts of the last century—agives way to the Now, this volatile, emerging, dynamic
moment, lived with authenticity, mindfulness, freedom, and presence, without distractions: that
which is, that which moves, fulfils, and motivates.

A phenomenological and existential category, a conscious and possible synergistic flow,
intertwining experience with openness to the impermanent, dynamic, and contingent world—
as temporality (co)lived (in the public sphere of vita activa), as experiential possibility, as
interpretation, as a transformation. An “Now” as an immersive and emergent narrative
experience where the individual finds fulfilment and wholeness, free from dualities and in a

state of plenitude.

The quality of organizational life must serve as the guiding principle that sustains the
balance between professional demands and satisfaction and their subsequent integration with
the network of social, personal, and family actors, as well as the co-creation of healthy work
environments, free from toxicity, capable of creating the core conditions to attract talent,
motivate employees, and enhance the sense of wellbeing, thereby reducing burnout, stress, and
demotivation, while increasing commitment, trust, and alignment with the mission of the public

service organization and its citizens.

A public organization comprises three structural dimensions®:

5 The concepts of spaceness, placeness, and stateness were developed in the doctoral dissertation on experiential
service in libraries (Carvalho, 2016).
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(i) spaceness, as a servicescape (Bitner, 1992)% —that is, as a space that fosters
experiences and interactions, providing facilities, resources, comfort, and ergonomics. The
physical environment acts as a stimulus that can influence emotions, behaviours, and cognition,
achieving strategic relevance in terms of wellbeing, contributing to greater engagement,
motivation, a sense of belonging, psychological well-being, and physical and emotional health,
while preventing psychosocial risks.

At the strategic level, the servicescape contributes to the humanization of organizations,
making interactions more spontancous and highlighting the “emergence” of co-created value.
McCollKennedy et al (2018, p. 6) categorize, in accordance with contemporary theories of
emotions, six foundational emotions that may emerge from interactions, namely: i) joy, ii) love,
iii) surprise, iv) anger, v) sadness, and vi) fear, which comprise a set of discrete emotional
subcategories that -influence one another and impact the entire system, including, namely: i)
fun, joy, pleasure, happiness, delight; ii) adoration, affection, love, tenderness, care, desire,
passion; iii) admiration, surprise, amazement; iv) irritation, anger, fury, indignation, hatred,
antipathy, revulsion, bad mood; v) suffering, sorrow, disappointment, shame, regret, neglect,

insult, and pity; vi) fear, panic, anxiety, nervousness, worry, anguish, shock, alarm.

These cognitive-emotional-behavioural responses that occur during moments of
encounter— referred to as touchpoints—and their associated interactions affect the entire
complex system, rendering it unstable and vulnerable; ii) placeness®®, a place of encounters, a
place of mediation, a catalyst for interactions, and a generator of co-created value. A place of
experiential quality that allows people to experience it with intentionality, sense, and meaning.
A place as placeness is a territory of everyday practices that makes sense to those who “inhabit”
it. While Bitner (1992) focuses on environmental stimuli, Mathews (2009) focuses on the lived
meaning of place; iii) stateness refers to states that are processed and regulated through
relationships, experiences, interactions, values, and norms. It is what is experienced within a
systemic context, constituting a dynamic, evolving field of sustainable self-regulation and eco-
viability. In this sense, happiness as an emergent property of complex systems arises when there
is an alignment between cognitive, emotional, behavioural, relational, and interactional states

with shared values. In this case, stateness (Carvalho, 2016) creates conditions for the emergence

%5 Servicescape — a term coined by Bitner in 1992 to describe the physical environment in which interactions take
place, including: i) environmental conditions — lighting, temperature, noise, odors, air quality, layout, and
functionality — spatial layout, ergonomics, and ease of movement; signs, symbols, and artifacts — colours, decor,
signage, and institutional symbols.

5 «“Placeness” —a term used by Mathews (2009)
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of a coherent, functional, positive state. Happiness is, in this sense, an effect shaped by these
three dimensions. Since it is not a permanent state, it is an emergent phenomenon arising from
regulated states (stateness) within meaningful contexts (placeness), mediated by interactions
within a physical context (spaceness).

More than ever, organizational well-being is understood not merely as an internal,
individual, or personal benefit, but as a means of enhancing the quality of service provided to
society by generating narratives of co-created value in permeable environments, within a co-
evolutionary flow. “S-D logic is captured in a narrative of value co-creation in which resource-
integrating actors co-create value through service exchange in nested and overlapping
ecosystems coordinated by actor-generated institutions. This metatheoretical framework
provides a holistic, dynamic, and systemic understanding of value co-creation across a wide
configuration of actors that applies to various contexts and levels of analysis.” (Nariswari &
Vargo, 2024, p. 178).

Happiness as an interactive process of collaborative value grounded in experience:

an emerging phenomenon

Happiness is a complex, contemporary concept that reflects a synergistic aspiration for
empowerment linked to the capacity for personal, social, and organizational fulfilment. Over
time, this concept has been explored from different perspectives (Asiimwe Kyomugisha, 2024),
adapting to the ideals of each era, shaping specific ways of being, thinking, and acting,
refocusing on interactions among actors, and incorporating new contributions to the conceptual
optimization of public management in complex ecosystemic organizations. In the S-DL
paradigm, happiness is not viewed as a material good, but rather as the result of dynamic,
interactive processes and the integration of resources (operand and operant), in context and in
use (value-in-context and value-in-use). Actors integrate resources across different
dimensions®” and collaboratively build value within an experientially emergent dynamic. In this
sense, happiness is an experiential, emergent value that cooperatively integrates resources

across different systemic levels.

57 Cognitive, emotional, social, symbolic, and material
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The concept of happiness moves away from an individualistic, materialistic, and
dualistic view, shifting toward a relational, process-oriented, and systemic perspective, and is
influenced by the quality of interactions. Happiness is not produced or “manufactured.” Instead,
conditions are created for its emergence through well-designed, ethical, learning-oriented, and
humanized services that foster trust, cooperation, and meaning. Happiness is an emergent
phenomenon, just like co-created value, and is therefore unpredictable and uncertain, involving
constant learning in terms of flexibility and adaptability. Organizations are complex, adaptive,
learning systems that continuously interact through experiential practices. As service
ecosystems, organizations are complex, dynamic systems composed of multiple actors and
agents who cocreate value through interactions, framed by norms, rules, values, and institutions
(Vargo and Lusch, 2016; Vargo et al., 2023).

The integration of these two pillars—co-creation and happiness — requires a renewal of
the culture within public organizations, grounded in ethical models of transformational
leadership that are more human-centered, visionary, and forward-looking, incorporating
emotional intelligence and empathy into team dynamics, and adopting participatory,
collaborative, and cocompetitive innovation practices that foster trust and closeness. These two
pillars are, implicitly, inseparable. Beyond competence and legality, there is an urgent need to
transform the culture of public administration into a system that promotes happiness, is eco-
friendly and sustainable, and is more inclusive, collaborative, and oriented toward collective
well-being 8 (social innovation), where value becomes intersubjective and experiential in

nature, based on interactions among actors who share resources, meanings, and purposes.

Happiness is not a teleological state, nor is it an isolated or private good, nor is it a
psychological state. It emerges from interactive, experiential, and dynamically evolving
constructs. In this sense, it is neither a static phenomenon nor one of permanent durability;
rather, it is characterized by constant and systemic impermanence and cycles of adaptability,
and is phenomenologically experiential and interactive. Happiness emerges from the flow of
experiences and the quality of relationships, bringing together a set of structuring and holistic
characteristics, depending on the interactions and collective narratives of social, political,

cultural, and economic ecosystems.

% “Flourishing” is a concept drawn from positive psychology that is associated with well-being. “Human
flourishing encompasses well-being, purpose, resilience, engagement, and meaningful relationships, reflecting
optimal functioning beyond mere happiness or pleasure” (Pattanaik & Pundey, 2025, p. 82). We do not share this
view of the relevance of the concept of well-being. From our perspective, the umbrella term is happiness, of which
well-being is one component.
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Happiness manifests itself throughout these processes. Not being an end in itself, it is
the path itself. As an emergent phenomenon, happiness does not eliminate contingency and
uncertainty. It integrates them, making structures more capable and coherent in the face of
unpredictability. It emerges in the way the system self-organizes and relates to other complex
systems, stimulating the coherence of practices that constantly renew themselves. From this
perspective, happiness is ontologically relational, epistemologically processual, systemically
emergent, phenomenologically experienced, and active. Generating, promoting, and fostering
the necessary conditions provided by the system(s) themselves (spaceness, placeness, stateness,
and openess) for the emergence of states of happiness is a priority. In other words, through the
substantive experiences of the actors, the organizational culture, and the redesign of services
with the integration of resources—quided by the mission, vision, and visual identity—we must
shift our focus to integrate the process of co-creating value at the micro, meso, and macro levels,
in the emergence and development of public policies under the umbrella of Gross National
Happiness (GNH)®°.

In public organizations, happiness presents a challenge, offering a distinctive
competitive advantage that drives the creation of value based on constructive, collaborative,

and highquality interactions.

(...) happiness at work is a vital component of organizational success. It
significantly impacts productivity, job satisfaction, and employee retention,
leading to a more engaged and motivated workforce (Nithya, 2025, p. 220).

In this sense, happiness is an “emergent” phenomenon that arises from the co-creation
of meaningful experiences. Happiness, in the light of S-DL, is not something that is simply
given, nor does it have a predefined nature. It emerges from the interactive experience
potentially lived within a given context, and is thus dynamic and relational. Happiness, in the
organizational context, emerges from the integration of institutional, relational, and symbolic
resources, being co-created in daily practices and interactions. Thus, it can be cultivated
through the strengthening of connective networks of meaningful interaction, collaborative
participation networks, and expansive and co-competitive systems, as well as through proximity

policies that facilitate and generate trust and closeness®. As a systemic phenomenon, it

59 FIB—an acronym for Gross National Happiness

60 We are referring to key procedural elements such as work schedules that can be tailored to individual and group
needs, various types of events that foster connection, closeness, and dialogue, a hands-on and interactive leadership
style, the promotion of brainstorming, and just-in-time training.
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generates an expansive dynamic coherence through the use and integration of resources,
reinforcing the organizational identity itself and imparting vitality to the system(s).

In light of the S-DL paradigm, happiness can be understood as an emergent phenomenon
resulting from the co-creation of meaningful experiences among actors, resources®® , and
contexts; it cannot be directly produced or controlled, but rather depends on fluid,
intersubjective interactions and the meanings attributed by actors in public and systemic

spheres.

CONCLUSION

Happiness manifests itself as a construct associated with a process of liberation that
transforms existence itself, endowing it with phenomenological, ethical, epistemological,
spiritual, and managerial meaning, and aligning with practices that generate co-created value

emerging from experiential interactions among and with different actors and systems.

Happiness is understood as an emergent phenomenon of a multidimensional nature that
generates the co-creation of value, which, in turn, emerges from multilevel ® aggregate
relationships within the context of complex ecosystems. It cannot be conceived as a purely
individual state nor should it be confused with the concept of well-being; rather, it should be
analyzed as a construct, a path, that arises from emerging interactions within an ecosystem,
integrating resources and institutional arrangements, the basis of which is experiential and
interactive in nature. The concept of well-being is a condition that manifests itself in a more
stable state, associated with balance, health, security, and the absence of suffering, while
happiness is an intensive, intersubjective, emergent, relational experience that merges with the
meaning of complex ecosystemic properties. It is clear in this article that the variable of

wellbeing is one of the manifestations of the concept of happiness.

This article proposes an innovative theoretical framework: happiness should be
conceived as an emergent and experiential phenomenon that arises from interactions and co-
creation, and which, at the same time, feeds back into the ecosystem of public value, reinforcing

participation and the capacity to generate collective value.

61 «“Resources are defined as core competencies, the fundamental knowledge, systems, functions, and skills of an
entity” (McColl-Kennedy et al, 2018, p.3) ® We refer to the micro, meso, and macro levels
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To support this perspective, the article draws on a philosophical framework that provides
a foundation for its idea through Merleau-Ponty (bodily experience and intersubjectivity) and
Hannah Arendt (action, plurality, and the common world), contrasting them with the
conceptions of Plato and Epicurus, whose traditional approaches to happiness illustrate

limitations in the conception of human fulfilment outside the public sphere.

Platonic metaphysics is grounded in the order and power of reason. Happiness is
intrinsically linked to the idea of the Good as a transcendent principle. Yet there is neither
stability nor intelligibility in complex systems. In Epicurus, there is a practice of serenity, free
from disturbance and characterized by the moderation of desires, which demands extreme
selfrestraint from the individual in order to achieve lasting happiness. In a contingent reality,
everything could be different, leaving room for uncertainty, risk, and disruptive change. In a
world marked by unpredictability and vulnerability, any conception of happiness as a
continuous state is conceptually unsustainable. Healthy systems are resilient and seek new
meanings; they are complex ecosystems that embrace disruption, reorganizing themselves,
learning, and generating new challenges. Hence, there can be no such thing as a permanent,
imposed idea of happiness, as proposed by Plato and Epicurus.

For Merleau-Ponty, happiness is a lived, intersubjective phenomenon that emerges from
interaction, from the corporeality of being-in-the-world, and from situated practices rooted in
experience. In this sense, it is, phenomenologically speaking, an interactive, adaptive, and open
construct that aligns with the S-DL paradigm.

Arendt links public action to the sphere of intersubjective plurality, which fits within
the logic of emergence and co-creation. Happiness also arises in the “in-between” —in the
relational space, in the contingent, in the intersubjective, and in the human capacity to inhabit
instability with responsibility, discernment, and experience. For Arendt, the effects of action
render all systems unpredictable, producing unexpected consequences over time. Interaction
constitutes a condition of possibility, conferring meaning and value. Happiness emerges when

we participate in co-creation through action and interaction with others.

Happiness is also a co-created value. Value is not a linear product of organizations, but
rather the result of interactive and adaptive processes embedded in complex ecosystems of

actors, resources, and institutional arrangements (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Vargo et al., 2023).
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Happiness in organizations is a phenomenon that arises from emergent conditions,
within a constructive and contingent dynamic, manifesting itself through the revelation of the
uniqueness of its own path—open and free. In short, happiness is the emergent concept that
stands out, enabling complex systems with synergistic, systemic, and experiential foundations
to flourish and flow. It results from close interactions, points of contact, constructive
communication, the attitudes of agents, rules, norms, principles, and axiological values, as well
as transformational and humanized leadership. Happiness, as a dynamic and impermanent
construct, fosters positive relationships that generate collaborative value (co-creation of value),
opening the field to innovation. Happiness is the key to creating societies and organizations

(learning systems) that are fairer, freer, more holistic, and more co-competitive.
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