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QUOTATIONS
U.S. Declaration of Independence:
We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator, with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.
Abd Er-Rahman 111 of Spain (960 C.E.):
“I have now reigned about 50 years in victory or peace, beloved by my subjects, dreaded by my enemies, and respected by my allies. Riches and honours, power and pleasure have waited on my call, nor does any earthly blessing appear to have been wanting to my felicity. In this situation I have diligently numbered the days of pure and genuine happiness which have fallen to my lot. They amount to fourteen.”
Sri Swami Satchidananda (1914 – 2002) said:
“Your ultimate goal is to be happy. Where is that happiness? Within you. If you want to have permanent happiness, it will never come from the outside. If somebody makes you happy today, the same person can make you unhappy tomorrow. You are happiness and peace personified. Find that happiness and peace within you.”
Thomas Aquinas (1225 – 1274) presents happiness from the Christian perspective as felicity or blessed happiness, as a vision of God’s essence in the next life.
Baruch Spinoza (Dutch philosopher 1632 – 1677):
“All happiness or unhappiness solely depends upon the quality of the object to which we are attached by love.”
Immanuel Kant (German philosopher, 1724 – 1804):
“Happiness is not an ideal of reason, but of imagination.”
Benjamin Disraeli (British politician, 1804 - 1881)
“Action may not always bring happiness, but there is no happiness without action.”
John Milton (English author, 1608 - 1674)
“The mind is its own place and in itself can make heaven of hell, and hell of heaven.”
Buddhist Teachings and the Eightfold Path will lead to Nirvana, a state of everlasting happiness.
Aristotle (Greek philosopher, author, critic, 384 BC – 322 BC)
“One swallow does not make a summer, neither does make one fine day, similarly one day or brief time of happiness does not make a person entirely happy.”
Random House Unabridged Dictionary 2006
Happiness:
Quality or state of being happy
Good fortune; pleasure; contentment; joy.
Synonyms: pleasure, joy, exhilaration, bliss, contentment, delight, enjoyment, satisfaction. Happiness results from the possession or the attainment of what one considers as good. Bliss is unalloyed happiness or supreme delight.
Oxford Universal Dictionary:
Happiness:
Luck, fortune, being contented, glad, pleased; a feeling derived from being contend with one’s circumstances.
What makes happiness a mystery and why is it believed to be the most un-understood phenomenon in the world?
Why is a myth around this phenomenon and why do many people see happiness as elusive, that might happen to them or not?
Why do they not even think about it and do not ask questions such as:
What is happiness?
How does it feel to be happy?
What is the nature of happiness?
What is a happy mood like?
Why are some people happier than others?
Does a happy personality exist?
Does it depend on genetics?
Is there “someone up there” who determines who is happy and who is not?
Can one be too happy?
Are happy people more successful than unhappy people?
Can one learn to be happy?
Is it unrealistic to strive for happiness?
What are the benefits of happiness?
Why is it important to be happy?
These and more questions will be answered for you in this book. You will read about some of the most important happiness theories, the philosophy and psychology of it, and the biology of happiness; but I only touch on these subjects. If you wish to learn more details, you will find a very useful list of references at the end of the book. The purpose of Happiness Discovered is to help you, the reader, find happiness. I think it is essential to know the theory of happiness, because this understanding makes it plausible that happiness can be learned. You still need to overcome the gap between knowledge and practice, between theory and action. Happiness Discovered helps you to acquire the skills that are necessary for it, so that you can begin your journey to happiness, or to increase your happiness and to maintain it.
Enjoy your journey.
ABRIEF AND INCOMPLETE HISTORY OF HAPPINESS RESEARCH
Many philosophers and thinkers since Plato and Aristotle discussed happiness; probably every religion on earth has happiness at or near its core. But serious scientific research into individual happiness began relatively late. The first psychological study I know of is Goodwin Watson’s paper published 1930 “Happiness among Adult Students of Education.” Happiness research gained momentum only from 1957 when Alden Wessman wrote his doctoral thesis “A Psychological Inquiry into Satisfactions and Happiness.”
Many other psychologists followed, such as Angus Campbell, who 1976 suggested that being content was an important key element of happiness; 1978 Jonathan Freedman, 1984 Ruut Veenhoven, 1990 Michael Eyseneck discussed it and wrote about this subject; and 1984 as well as 1994 Ed Diener reviewed the literature on happiness research. Michael Fordyce, PhD, wrote an excellent book “Human Happiness” which inspired me to write this book. 2003 George Ortega produced the first TV show dedicated entirely to happiness. Mihaly Csikszentmihaly - arguably the brain behind positive psychology - Daniel Kahneman, Bruce Heady are other very important contributors into happiness research.
There are many more psychologists and social scientists who have published their studies - too many to mention all of them here. Martin Seligman, the author of “Authentic Happiness” established a Master Degree course on Positive (Happiness) Psychology at the University of Pennsylvania. More courses were established at other universities and, I am sure, many more universities will follow. Research in happiness in general has gained enormous momentum, and long may it last.
Mainstream medicine researching psychoneuroimmunology quite naturally had to consider the mind - body connection and many researchers (Shelley Taylor, UCLA, Geoffrey Reed, UCLA, Margaret Kemeny, UCSF, to name but a few) directed their research at this dual-function model and came up with spectacular discoveries. I will return to this very important theme in a later chapter.
Researchers looked at positive psychology and how it affects illness or wellbeing; and many more psychologists and social scientists have researched and discussed happiness as a social as well as an individual phenomenon.
In my own work as a psychotherapist I use positive psychology extensively. In fact all of my work is based on positivity and optimism. Not the blinkered optimism that negates everything that is negative, but the kind of optimism that realizes that negatives can and will occur even to the greatest optimist. But we optimists know that events do change; most certainly and much faster they will change when we actively do something about them. We react to them with positivity and with the confidence that we can master anything that life throws at us.
There are quite a few definitions of happiness, and it indeed has many meanings and as some people say, perhaps even synonyms. It certainly includes a sense of wellbeing, being in the right place, being content and full of joy. It is enjoyment of life, or satisfaction with it; a sense of security and the ability to fulfil one’s desire.
I suggest that we, as individuals, are responsible for our own happiness and that we cannot take responsibility for other people’s happiness. Just the same as we are responsible for our own actions and reactions and how we utilize our resources. I believe that we cannot build a happy life without being happy, and that we should always remember to be happy. I also suggest that happiness is not our birthright, but that it is a privilege bestowed on those of us who are prepared to work toward it.
But what is it, are there any preconditions, to be or to become happy? What are scientists’ opinions?
Is it money? Not according to Ed. Diener’s research, that suggests that once we have fulfilled our basic needs, additional income does not increase our happiness.
Is it good education? According to some research higher education or high IQ does not contribute to happiness; other studies suggest the opposite. The US Pew Research Centre Survey shows that 30% of respondents with High School education say that they are very happy; whereas 33% of those who had some college education, and 43% of those who graduated reported to be very happy.
Is it age? Contrary to common belief older people are happier on average than younger people. The US Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004, found that the age group 20 - 24 years experiences sadness for an average of 3.4 days a month, whereas the group from 65 - 74 years old feels sad only for 2.3 days a month.
Is it marriage? Well, evidently it is because 43% of all married women and men report to be very happy; but only 24% unmarried women and men say the same (Source: Pew Research Centre).
There are a few more happiness triggers that are mentioned in most surveys as the most important ones and I will discuss them all in this book.
What scientific research quite clearly shows is that happiness is not a static feeling. People, who report to be happy sometimes, feel unhappy at other times, and occasionally happier than usual.
A word of warning: there is a downside to every scientific research based on questionnaires; they are more often than not desperately inaccurate. People remember feelings that they had, and memory is often very selective. Positive and optimistic people will remember past experiences more positively; negative and pessimistic people in hindsight will see only the negative aspect of that experience.
For example an optimistic, positive person will reflect on his holiday and see only the glorious sunshine, remember the wonderful cuisine and the incredible scenery. The negative pessimist will remember the one rainy day, and the one burned rasher of bacon he was once served for breakfast.
Daniel Kahneman, Nobel laureate and professor emeritus of psychology at Princeton University, demonstrated something similar with a quite unusual study involving colonoscopy. One group of students underwent the usual standard colonoscopy and another group a 60 seconds longer procedure, but during these 60 seconds, less uncomfortable procedure. Kahneman found that the “better” ending made colonoscopy much more comfortable overall in hindsight. Therefore this group was more willing to have a repeat of the procedure.
Kahneman suggests that asking people about their happiness is like asking them about the colonoscopy after it’s done. He also suggests that researchers should focus on people’s actual experiences rather than on their reflections.
One thing everyone agrees on is that happiness is a feeling; therefore the question I want to answer first is how are feelings created? You will find the answer in the following chapter Biology of Happiness.
Biological research into feelings in general started probably in the 1930s with José Delgado’s investigation into electrically stimulated pain and pleasure.
Still, until the mid 1950s brain physiology - the physical study of the brain - was rendered irrelevant medically by Freudianism. Psychoanalysis was the one and only highly regarded cure for any mental dysfunctions and behavior. This changed from the mid 1950s notably with José Delgado’s contention that one cannot understand human behavior without understanding how the brain works. He was the one who first established a map of the brain, using stereotaxic needle implants and stimulating them electronically, to determine which areas of the brain controlled what behavior.
I mention Delgado only because of his importance in the field of brain research. Unfortunately his findings misled him into writing in the Yale University Medical School Congressional Record, No. 26, vol. 118, 24. February 1974:
“The individual may think that the most important reality is his own existence; but this is only his own personal point of view. This lacks historical perspective. Man does not have the right to develop his own mind. This kind of liberal orientation has great appeal. We must electronically control the brain. Someday armies and generals will be controlled by electric stimulation of the brain.”
Gordon Thomas in his book “Journey into Madness: The True Story of Secret CIA Mind Control and Medical Abuse” (Bantam Books, 1989) relates how “... behaviourists at ORD (Office of Research and Development, later CIA, Central Intelligence Agency) shared Dr. Delgado’s views that the day must come when the technique would be perfected for not making not only animals but humans respond to electrically transmitted signals ... “
Needless to say that this is not at all my sentiment, nor do I believe that any happiness researcher will subscribe to this view. Researches into brain functions have given us many invaluable and positive insights. However, the previous example quite clearly demonstrates that also serious researchers can come to conclusions which I regard as science gone mad.
The brain, creator of happiness
Happiness is created deep down in our brain; in and around the limbic part of our brain. In the mid 1950s researchers implanted electrodes into the brains of monkeys and found the areas in which they could stimulate feelings of anger, fear and pleasure. This was the time when brain research really began. Later the same brain stimulation was used on humans and our pleasure centres were discovered in the limbic system, the thalamus and the cerebral cortex. In fact over 400 points were found that triggered happy feelings. Is it not interesting to know that only three of these points showed some satiation after continuous stimulation? All the others did show no satiation at all. In other words physiologically speaking we can experience happy feelings all the time and forever. This sounds great, but psychologically speaking it is unfortunately in all probability impossible. However, we can imagine that somewhen in the not too distant future there will be a device available that allows us to create our own happy feelings at the push of a button. Whether this is good or not so good is a different question.
The pharmaceutical industry has made some progress in controlling feelings. Or has it? Medication is the standard treatment for clinical depression, bipolar disorder and most other mental disorders. They have failed, however, to pin-point medication in such a way that for example depression is replaced with a feeling of wellbeing. Medication reduces all feelings, whether they are positive or negative. Medication sedates the patient; but research suggests that the unwanted feelings associated with depression remain the same, for example feelings of insecurity, helplessness, and self-loathing. In addition, the long-term effect of medication on the brain is most certainly detrimental to the overall wellbeing of the patient.
Therefore pharmaceutical drugs do not really bring about change, nor do drugs of choice like recreational drugs or alcohol. They may bring about short-term feelings of fun, pleasure, confidence and even happiness, but only as long as they are effective in our brain. Once their efficacy wears off, the pendulum swings in the opposite direction and together with physical discomfort, unhappiness sets in. This artificially induced happiness is nowhere near the real feeling, the natural feeling. The great thing is that we can induce natural happiness; we can induce it short-term, for only a fleeting moment; or long-term, just by using this book as guidance.
Dr Richard Davidson, director of the Laboratory for Affective Neuroscience, University of Wisconsin, writes that functional MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) images reveal that when people are emotionally distressed - anxious, angry, depressed - the most active sites in the brain are circuitry converging on the amygdala and the right prefrontal cortex. When people are in positive moods - enthusiastic, energized, and upbeat - these sites are quiet, with the most activity happening in the orbitofrontal part, left of the prefrontal cortex. Dr. Davidson discovered a quick way to index a person’s typical mood range, by reading the baseline levels of activity in the right and left prefrontal areas. The more the ratio tilts to the right, the unhappier the person tends to be. The more it tilts to the left, the happier they are.
Researching hundreds of participants Davidson established a bell curve distribution, with most participants in the middle, experiencing a good mix of good and bad moods. The few participants who were farthest to the right of this curve were most likely to be clinically depressed, or suffered other forms of mental or anxiety disorders. To the few participants who were farthest to the left of the curve, troubling moods were relatively unknown and if these moods happened, recovery was rapidly. Davidson’s research suggests that we have a biologically determined set point for our emotional range. This could explain why people after having experienced a life changing event - for example unexpected wealth, or physical disability after an accident - about one year later have the same daily moods as before the momentous occurrence.
On a biochemical level our mood is affected as follows. The neurotransmitter dopamine, especially in the mesolimbic pathway projecting from the mid-brain to structures such as the nucleus accumbens, is involved in desire and is also related to pleasure. Neural opioid systems that make and release the brain’s own opioids become active at mu-opioid receptors. Mu-opioid neural systems are complexly interrelated with the mesolimbic dopamine system. Some neuroscientists suggest that the mu-opioid systems are even more directly linked to happiness.
More recent research suggests that another neurotransmitter, adrenaline (epinephrine), plays a greater role in happiness than serotonin, which has an important role as mood modulator.
It is important to conceptually understand that the brain actually secretes chemicals corresponding to our positive and negative thoughts. The resulting chemistry influences all our natural abilities and functions. This, in turn, determines how well we perform at whatever we do. Mind and body work together; they are intertwined, affect one another and cannot function without each other. Because of this mind - body connection, power and efficiency of our brain can be increased by consciously optimizing its chemistry.
This fact has been proven many times in particular in sports. Sportspeople live, train and perform by this principle. They know that their negative thoughts cause their brain to secrete chemicals that can immediately impair their performance. This awareness is necessary for them to be more positive when responding to their challenges. It helps them to control their emotions, change negative to positive feelings, and by doing so increase their performance.
This ability not only applies to performance in sport, but we can use the same principle, namely our control over our emotions, to successfully confront any kind of challenge life provides, whether in business, our private life, or any of our day-to-day activities. We can find courage when courage is needed; self confidence when self confidence is needed; humor and laughter when this is the best response.
Our brain receives signals from the outside world through our senses of seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling and feeling. These sensory inputs enter our nervous system in form of electrical impulses through our neurons (brain cells). At the end of the neuron, as it enters the next cell through a synapse, the electrical impulse converts into a biochemical, the neurotransmitter.
This makes our system an electrochemical nervous system. Chemical messages are re-converted into electrical impulses as they enter the next neuron. This process is repeated over and over - billions of neural fireworks within a split of a second - until all the relevant areas of the brain are covered and the brain then reacts upon the content of the message. As the messages change, the chemical response changes and our brain’s performance changes accordingly.
Our electrochemical nervous system is an alternating electrical current that creates an electromagnetic field around us. The strength and quality of this field is felt by those around us. This explains why we have “good chemistry” with people with whom we enjoy to be, and “bad chemistry” with people with whom we don’t enjoy to be. The electromagnetic field, which is created by our thoughts and feelings, is the field that either attracts or repels other people and consequently even events, which of course can and will affect our life and our happiness.
The good news is that we can increase our natural abilities and our happiness by consciously adjusting the chemistry in our brain. What affects the production and the flow of these biochemicals is the way we think, our diet, our exercises, our physiology, and our environment.
Thoughts
Any thoughts whether they are positive or negative cause the brain to secrete chemicals. These chemicals affect all natural abilities and functions. We find good examples of it in sports. Intensive positive thoughts about the outcome of a contest increase the possibility of exactly this outcome. Negative thoughts, on the other hand, prepare oneself for negative outcomes. Look at it this way: thoughts have two components, facts and feelings. Facts are the sensory inputs that we receive; our interpretation of these inputs creates the feelings. It means that stimuli, which we receive through our senses, are facts, but they are meaningless until we attach feelings and therefore meaning to them. All feelings have profound influence on our brain’s chemistry and subsequently on our performance as well as on our happiness. Adverse - negative - chemical secretions hinder our natural abilities.
However, the good news is that it is possible to exchange negative emotions for positive ones, thus increasing our natural abilities. After all, we can influence many things in our life; we can control far fewer, if any; but our thoughts are completely within our control. I will show how to do this as we proceed through this book.
Diet
Every food and drink that we consume is a chemical and interacts with the chemicals in our system. Hence our food and drink intake affects the way we feel and how we perform. This does not only apply to sports people, but to everyone. We all have observed that we feel and perform better when we are not over fed, but also not hungry. On the other hand ask anyone who has over-indulged in alcohol or rich food, how they feel and perform the following day. However, there is more and better expert advice on healthy eating available than I can provide
Therefore I restrict myself to saying that awareness of the importance of healthy eating should lead everyone to find out what’s good for them.
Exercise
Our bodies are designed to function properly with physical exertion that can remove toxins from the body. But, contrary to the early days of time, humans are no longer engaged in extensive physical activities. On the contrary, many of us are woefully out of shape and unfit. But for your body and mind to function properly, it is important to exercise to make up for the lack of physical activity that progress and civilization have brought on us.
My recommendation is to exercise up to the level of discomfort - but not beyond - which most certainly is different from individual to individual. This exercise - whether it is swimming, walking, running or anything else - will result in the production of endorphins, the feel-good chemical. In addition, exercise stimulates deep breathing, which enriches blood with oxygen. Oxygen, as we know, is not just food for your muscles but also a very important source of food for your brain. For this reason I recommend in addition to physical exercise deep breathing exercises on a regular basis.
It is for you to just find a fitness regime that suits your needs and your life style.
Environment
This is not just your surroundings and the air that you breathe. I am thinking more about the people around you. Their electromagnetic field, their thoughts and actions, can and will affect you; and sometimes, if you are not aware of it, this can have adverse results. I suggest that you should, if possible, associate only with optimistic and positive people. Their interaction with you will stimulate you positively and in turn you will stimulate them. Bear in mind that emotions can be contagious, which works positively as well as negatively. If you can, eliminate negative people from your life. Should this not be possible, undertake extra steps to stay on top: be positive, optimistic and confident.
Physiology
I think it was the great communicator and motivator Tony Robbins who coined the phrase “Motions create Emotions.” Our body language affects our emotional state, and our emotional state affects our body. We see this bi-directional effect in many aspects of our behavior. When we feel positive and confident we stand erect, chest out, chin up and possibly with a smile on our face. If we tried to think a sad thought together with this kind of body language, we would find it quite difficult. This would come much easier, almost automatically, if we turned our eyes downward, wiped that smile from our face, let our shoulders hang, and slouch. If we tried to think a happy thought now, we would find this very challenging.
Breathing is another indicator: slow, rhythmic and deep breathing enhance the internal and external image of confidence and wellbeing. Shallow and quick breathing does the opposite.
Always bear in mind that your physiology, your diet, your environment, and the way you exercise, influence your thought processes - which, in turn, determine your feelings. This should make you more observant of your behavior and, consequently, you will heighten your awareness of it. In the beginning you probably will be consciously and actively engaged in the process of improving your state of mind.
But as your actions become more regular you will soon realize that they are becoming habitual and a matter of course. You will notice that your energy and alertness have increased. You will be aware that your self-esteem and your self-confidence have increased substantially. Every morning you will look at the day ahead with positive expectancy; obstacles become challenges to be mastered with ease and confidence. You project the image of a winner … you feel a winner … you are a winner.
You are happy.
Let us presume that happiness means wellbeing, not just physical wellbeing, however important it is for us, but overall wellbeing. Being well or, more importantly, feeling well in all aspects of your life; not just being satisfied, but really feeling good - happy - about your place in the “big picture.”
You are the judge of your wellbeing; you know what’s good for you. You have your own interest at heart, and not the wellbeing of others. But should your happiness coincide with the wellbeing of others, then this is magnificent and an added bonus.
We also want to see happiness as a continuous and perhaps even lifelong feeling, and not as something that happens to you when it is triggered by some outside event or experience. This form of happiness is not going to last very long. You get used to what you had acquired or achieved that made you happy at that time. Once you are used to it, your happiness will fade away.
Bear this in mind when you read about the happiness theories and ask yourself if you can sustain your happiness by following one or the other of the theories.
Hedonism
Minimizing pain and maximizing pleasure - the core of hedonism - was advocated many, many years ago first by Aristippus of Cyrene (435 - 354 B.C.) who praised immediate sensory gratification; and he valued pleasures of the body higher than pleasures of the intellect. Dwelling on the past or thinking about the future would only create uncertainty and worries. Not to think about it, but focusing on the here and now and the enjoyment of it, creates happiness. Immediate pleasure is the ultimate goal. Even fleeting desires should be fulfilled, or the opportunity might be lost forever.
Epicurus (341 - 270 B.C.) said that our fundamental moral obligation is to maximize our experience of pleasure. He defined it in a letter to Menoeceus: “By pleasure we mean the absence of pain in the body and trouble in the soul. It is not an unbroken succession of drinking bouts and revelry, not sexual lust, not the enjoyment of fish and other delicacies of a luxurious table, which produce a pleasant life; it is sober reasoning searching out the grounds of every choice and avoidance, and banishing those beliefs through which the greatest tumults take possession of the soul.”
Therefore, contrary to wide held belief, the epicurean life style is not just sex, drugs and rock’n’roll, but it is much more refined.
Aristotle wrote in Nicomachean Ethics, 350 B.C.: “Happiness is the only thing that humans desire for its own sake. They don’t seek fortune or fame for the sake of being rich and famous, but because they believe that richness and fame will bring happiness.”
Aristotle also suggested that sensual pleasures are vulgar, and that true happiness is found by identifying one’s virtues and cultivating them.
In this context it is quite interesting to note that in ancient Greek texts the words happiness - eudaimonia - and pleasure are often used interchangeably.
There were many proponents of various forms of hedonism, for example Jeremy Bentham, 1748 - 1832, who proposed “Utilitarianism”, with its single principle: “Act so as to produce the greatest good for the greatest number.” He defined good as happiness and happiness as pleasure. One could perhaps say that utilitarianism is a more unselfish form of hedonism. On the other hand, since it is up to the individual’s definition of what is good and what stimulates pleasure, it no longer seems to be unselfish.
Hedonism and psychological egotism - the theory that we are motivated only by self interest - go hand in hand. Sigmund Freud's Pleasure Principle too suggests to maximize pleasure and to minimize pain, which puts Freud squarely into the hedonic group. However, according to his Reality Principle it is advisable to control desire and to delay gratification, if obstacles of the “real world” intervene. In his words: “... an ego thus educated has become reasonable; it no longer lets itself be governed by the pleasure principle, but obeys the reality principle, which also at bottom seeks to obtain pleasure, but pleasure which is assured through taking account of reality, even though it is pleasure postponed and diminished.”
At one end of the spectrum hedonists - who I would call Aristippean hedonists - see pleasure as the trigger to happiness and as the hook they need to experience happiness. They see the experience of pleasure as the ultimate goal. Their focus is on sensual pleasure, for example indulging in the sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll life style, maximizing physical pleasures and minimizing pain and suffering.
Hedonists at the opposite end of the spectrum still follow the same principle of maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain, but they seek fulfilment in the “higher” intellectual pleasures, such as good family life, a peaceful life, knowledge, beauty, and virtue.
The difference between the opposite ends of this spectrum, and all the different shades between these ends, questions the objective meaning of the word pleasure. And we have to realize that pleasure, like all feelings, is an individual dimension of an experience. We can therefore say that pleasure is the subjective satisfaction of one´s desire. This satisfaction could be anything from the fulfilment of physical pleasure to a life dedicated to charity, and anything in between. However, many psychologists agree, and I am of the same opinion, that people who do good, do so because it gives them pleasure.
Desire Theory
Put very simply this theory says that satisfying our desires is rewarding and our reward is the fulfilment of the desire. According to Griffin, 1986, happiness means getting what you want; whereby whatever the want is, is determined by the individual who wants it. The desire theory concurs with hedonism that pleasure is preferable to pain; but whereby hedonists prefer pleasure over the fulfilment of their desire; desire theorists hold that the fulfilment of one’s desire is preferable, with the pleasure element taking second place. Therefore, hedonists value the amount of pleasure they gain, whereas the desire theory focuses on how well one’s desires are fulfilled. In other words, the better your current desires are fulfilled, the better off you are. This fulfilment of what you desire gives you pleasure and, therefore, happiness.
Some philosophers and psychologists claim that the desire theory can do better than hedonism. Let us see why and go back as far as to the ancient Greek and what they thought of happiness. They value happiness as the ultimate end and motivation behind all human activity. Plato differs from Aristotle’s view as he quite clearly states in “The Republic.” Plato suggests that the pursuit of pleasure and happiness for its own sake leads only to injustice and enslavement; consequently man becomes slave to his own desires. Here Plato clearly turns his back on hedonism.
Plato offers three categories of pleasure, necessary and unnecessary ones. For example, necessary could be the desire for basic food; unnecessary the desire for cordon bleu cuisine. The third category is the pleasure of the intellect, the pursuit of justice and philosophy.
Another view is that the pursuit of getting what we want in order to be happy is often more pleasurable than fulfilling our want, because this fulfilment in the end might not be up to our high expectations.
Obviously hedonism and desire theory have in common that both propose that pleasurable experiences make people feel good and make them happy. The formal difference is that hedonists will see pleasure itself as the hook that makes people feel good and happy; proponents of the desire theory suggest that desire satisfaction is the hook.
Objective List Theory
This is a list which consists not only of pleasurable things or those that satisfy our desire. What should be on that list depends entirely on the individual who establishes it, and what they decide will bring about happiness.
Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics puts it this way: “We take what is self-sufficient to be that which on its own makes life worthy of choice and lacking in nothing. We think happiness to be such, and indeed the thing most of all worth choosing, not counted as just one thing among others.”
Sen, 1985, and Nussbaum, 1992, locate happiness outside of feelings and onto a list of truly valuable things in the real world. The Objective List Theory suggests that happiness is a life full of achievements such as career, health, beauty, education, love, wonderful relationship, good conscience, knowledge, prosperity and self-actualization, which all belong onto the list of this theory. This moves happiness into a position where it becomes more objectively valuable and is no longer a subjective dimension of an experience. This experience does not need to be just pleasurable or desire-satisfying for the individual, but should serve the wellbeing of many, a large group of people, a nation.
In my mind this is a difficult concept; an ideal rather than a practicality, because it gives raise to some questions that are not easily answered.
For example:
How does the individual decide what to put on his list
How does he know what it is that will serve the wellbeing of many?
Is it his intuition?
Is it what political or spiritual leaders prescribe?
Is it what he himself determines to be good for the wellbeing of others?
Would it not be arrogant, even a delusion of grandeur to believe to know best what’s good for others?
Whoever wants to answer these questions has also to bear in mind the happiness of the individual who decides what is good for the group. It is for this reason that one common objection to the list theory is that it is elitist, since individuals, who establish this list, claim that certain things on that list are good for others, even if the others don’t want them and don’t find them enjoyable or pleasure-giving. I propose that the objective list theory can only have merit if it involves a group of people who are in full agreement with the list’ contents.
Authentic Happiness
Seligman, 2003, suggests that there are three kinds of happiness:
Pleasant Life, meaning pleasures in the Hedonistic sense;
Good Life, engagement in the Desire Theory sense;
Meaningful Life, which is in contrast to the other two at least partly objective, and fits in with the Objective List theory attempting to identify what is larger and more worthwhile than the pursuit of pleasures and the fulfilment of desires.
In other words authentic happiness is about the “Full Life,” which satisfies all the criteria of happiness. Seligman says that happiness consists of positive emotions and positive activities and those positive emotions are contentment, pride, serenity, satisfaction, optimism, hope and trust.
In contrast to Daniel Kahneman, Seligman emphasizes the “remembering self” and he says “I think we are our memories more than we are the sum total of our experiences.” For him the actual experiences emphasize too much transient pleasures and displeasures. He argues that happiness is more than that, and he suggests in his book “Authentic Happiness” (2002, Schuster & Schuster N.Y.) three components of happiness, namely pleasure (creating a smiley face), engagement (involvement with family, work, romance) and meaning (using our personal strength to server some higher goal). He ranks them in order of importance, pleasure being the lowest, whereas involvement and engagement are the highest and most consequential.
My own definition of happiness is located somewhere between hedonism and desire theory; and I lean very much toward Aristotle’s “Happiness depends on ourselves.”
Ruut Veenhoven, emeritus Professor, Erasmus University, Rotterdam: “Happiness is an emotion, a mood; it is an enduring state of mind that consists of positive feelings, peace of mind and active pleasure and joy.”
Some say that happiness is pleasure and satisfied desire. However, even though satisfaction and contentment play a very important role in happiness, they should not be mistaken for it. There is more to happiness as you soon will discover.
Happiness is a subjective dimension of an experience and its individual interpretation and assessment. Many thinkers argue that happiness cannot stand alone, but that it needs one or more “hooks” on which we can hang happiness. These hooks can be love, health, wealth, accomplishments, beauty or anything that makes us feel happy. Some psychologists have tried to find one common reason that can make everyone happy; some have argued that financial security is the one; Prof Daniel Kahneman, University of Princeton, and others disagree. Kahneman argues “Standard of living has increased dramatically and happiness has increased not at all, and in some cases has diminished slightly.”
Clearly there is no single universal cause for happiness. Anyone can disagree with another person’s reason for happiness, and this disagreement can range from mild disbelief to outrage; but no-one has the monopoly to globally objective and real happiness; this concept simply does not exist, because we all experience the world around us differently. We all interpret, evaluate and assess the world around us and what makes us - individually - happy. Only we, as individuals, can judge the overall quality of our life-as-a-whole, and only we can judge if and to what degree we are happy. Only we can say what makes us happy, whether it is a wonderful and meaningful relationship, family life, good health, financial security, good friends, beauty or whatever else it may be. Even in the framework of good and bad, or right and wrong, I believe that bad and wrong is only undesirable because it diminishes the happiness of another individual or group. Right and good is only desirable because it increases the happiness of another individual or group.
If you know your reasons for being happy - the hooks - you also know how you experience and quantify this feeling. If you don’t know whether or not you are happy and if you are uncertain about what could make you happy, then you want to explore your feelings and find your triggers - the hooks - for happiness.
Anything can produce happiness; as I said before it can be drug induced or through other outside stimuli like reading or listening to music. But it can be also something that is not typically associated with happiness, such as any kind of activity that has meaning for you and that makes you happy; it could be anything from fly fishing to skydiving, from stamp collecting to horseback riding.
The difference is that short-term activities produce only short-term happiness, which is great. But it is not the kind of long-lasting happiness I discuss in this book and which is the one to strive for.
However, the fact remains that there is not one common cause for happiness - neither for short-term nor for long-term happiness. This leads us to the conclusion that happiness does not depend on outside stimuli or outside events, but on our interpretation of them.
Ethics and the pursuit of happiness
Most psychologists and philosophers would agree that ethics have to play a role in any wellbeing or happiness theory. No theory would have much credence without ethics and morality.But this begs a rather interesting question: whose ethics, whose morality? Should we adopt Immanuel Kant’s view who in his Categorical Imperative says “act only to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law?” It sounds wonderful to me, but is it doable? Or should we knowingly lower Kant’s standards?
Let me make an attempt to answer the question about ethics, even if the answer can only be somehow unsatisfactory. Ethic is moral integrity; by definition it prescribes rules and norms for human activities and shows how we ought to direct our actions. Ethics not only direct us what to do if we want to be morally good, but indeed oblige us to do good and to avoid evil. Every people, whether they live in highly developed countries, or hidden away in some unexplored rainforest, have their own morality, their own prescriptions of conduct.
Each individual is capable of establishing a code of moral standards and concepts, which they can apply to every detail of their daily activities. These various individual standards and concepts are adapted and modified to benefit the majority of the people in the group. This is how society and interpersonal relations ideally function. Even though most people don’t even consciously think about their own moral integrity we all are confronted with it very often. For example whenever we make a decision to do the “right” or the “wrong” thing; or whenever we have the choice between one or more “rights”.
Often the question arises what is the “right” thing to do and what is “wrong”. Another often relevant question is to either do the “right” thing even though it may be not legal; or to do the “wrong” thing in order not to do something illegal; or to do nothing which also could be “wrong”.
I give you two examples:
You fill in a loan application form and you notice that you do not quite fulfil one of the bank’s requirements: you decide that you are not going to exaggerate your income because you say to yourself:
Honesty is an important principle for me.
If everyone lied who could we trust?
It would be fraud and if they found out I will be prosecuted.
Your superior in your workplace is a single mother. One day she calls in sick and says that she will be off work for a few days. The following evening you see her in a restaurant together with her child and a man. You decide to take action and report her to her boss because you say to yourself:
Trust is a vitally important element in our business.
You have to consider the wellbeing of all your colleagues.
Lying about sick leave is fraud.
When you decide how you would act in these situations, how would you feel about yourself? Whatever your action would be, it is being based on your principled consciousness. All your virtues, principles and values such as righteousness, courage, fairness and kindness, define your moral DNA.
Whatever we do is based on our values and principles, which are certainly not the result of our rational thought processes, but are pure emotions. Therefore it is our feelings that define our moral integrity. Can our moral integrity present us with difficulties? Yes it can, because it may sometimes require us to sacrifice personal gain in order to do what we perceive to be the “right thing” to do.
Decisions based on our moral integrity can limit our pursuit of happiness to some degree. We are restricted by our own - adapted, modified - moral code to sacrifice at least to some degree our individual happiness for the benefit of the society in which we live. If we contravene this code, we will be punished and perhaps excluded from society; a consequence that would greatly contribute to our displeasure and unhappiness.
Consequently this means that some of us may have to forgo some of their pleasurable activities in order to stay at least reasonably happy; or to shift their effort to the pursuit of happiness to other pleasure inducing and happiness giving activities.
Another aspect is our social conscience, which describes our concern for the common good and which also assists us in our interaction with others. But when we talk about the common good, typically we mean the majority of a group of people. What happens to the minority? Think for example about a minority ethnic or religious group which might be suppressed and exploited by the majority. We may be quite happy standing by and accepting the plight of the minority, and that’s fine for our happiness.
But what about those who want to stand up for the wellbeing of the suppressed, and are quite happy to do so? We can, of course, say that if this is their hook for happiness, so be it. If these good people are then ostracised or even persecuted by the majority and, consequently, experience unhappiness, then they surely experience a dilemma. They may have to make their decision based on their principled conscience, the sum of their own moral principles, their integrity and courage, honesty and virtue. This is, of course, under the proviso that these principles are essential and are the hook for their happiness.
Is it emotionally easier for those of us who find happiness by following rules and regulations laid down by society and complying with what’s right in law and to perform one’s duty?
Perhaps it is so, because it provides us with an escape route. We could escape a moral dilemma by foregoing our principled conscience in order to comply with society’s customs, rules and regulations. A problem might arise if the state or society has imposed too many rules and regulations, thus has taken away our own personal responsibility. I strongly believe, however, that we are personally responsible for our actions, for our wellbeing, indeed for how we conduct our life. Taking away this responsibility means taking away happiness. Consequently we better take sole responsible for our own happiness.
Is happiness our birthright?
What about the idea that some people are born happy and others have to acquire it, if they can? In other words how much of happiness is due to our genes, or nature, and how much is due to our upbringing or development, or nurture? David Lykken, researcher at University of Minnesota, published a paper in 1996 asking exactly this question. He had collected data on 4000 sets of twins born between 1936 and 1955. He found that genes influence character traits such as easy going personality, sunny disposition, dealing with stress, low levels of anxiety and depression. He came to the conclusion that approximately 50% of our overall satisfaction with life comes from genetic programming. Income, marital status, religion and education contribute only 8% to it. The rest is as he says “life’s slings and arrows.” Because of this enormous influence of genes on our emotional wellbeing, Lykken suggests, we all have our set point for happiness, which is determined - much like our body weight - by genetics.
Therefore, no matter what happens to us in our life - good, bad, horrific, fabulous - we always return rather quickly to our set range. There is a significant body of research that supports Lykken’s findings. For example in 1978 a study of lottery winners found that they did not end up being happier than a control group. Also people who in accidents lost limbs bounced back to almost the same level of happiness they occupied before. Psychologists call this phenomenon “circumstances adaptation.” However, Ed Diener found that two life events knock happy people back way below their set points for a much longer period of time, loss of a spouse and loss of a job.
When Lykken published his study he concluded that “trying to be happier is as futile as trying to be taller.” He has since distanced himself from his statement and admits “I made a dumb statement in this article. It is clear that we can change our happiness levels widely - up or down.”
Needless to say I am very happy and so are probably most other happiness researchers that Lykken revised his original conclusion. Because now we can work on how we can increase or even create happiness, using the tools available to us: the power of our thoughts, making and changing meaning and our innate desire to have fun.
What is happiness?
Happiness is generated in the brain. We know that the limbic system is involved, as are the frontal lobes of the cerebral cortex. We know it because we found that damage to these brain centres can cause permanent inability to feel happiness. In the early 60s scientists implanted electrodes in monkeys’ brains and found that they could stimulate happy behavior in them. We do not know exactly the biochemical processes involved, beyond what I have described in a previous chapter.
Happiness is a state of mind, a mood, a feeling; a wonderful, worth-striving-for feeling; the be-all and end-all; the ultimate good. We can say with greatest conviction: Happiness is the purpose of our life.
Today we can produce happy moods through brain stimulation in laboratories; we can stimulate happiness by reading uplifting or funny literature, by watching movies and by listening to music, or through hypnosis. There is no difference in the quality of the feeling, whether it is drug induced – albeit very short-term - self induced, or induced by any other means.
Whatever vehicle used, people who experience happiness describe the feeling using words such as joy, jubilant, enthusiastic, elated, exhilarating, but also content, peaceful, serene, warm, cosy and calm.
One of the most important, if not the most important things that we experience in a happy mood is that our thought patterns change remarkably. We think more positively, all aspects of our life are more meaningful, events become more satisfying, harmonious, beautiful and good, and we become much more optimistic. We experience heightened self-perception, we like ourselves more and we are more confident and self-assured. We also notice that not only the big positive events in our life produce happiness, but we become more aware of and happy with the little things that we experience; a walk on the beach, kittens playing, a child’s laughter.
However, the most remarkable aspect of it is that we can induce this state of mind ourselves; we do not need drugs or other outside stimuli for it!
Why happiness is important
Happiness is really all there is. Although we possess cognitive abilities and are highly thought orientated, the quality of our lives is entirely determined by our emotions.
You can consider happiness within the framework of good and evil, or right and wrong, and you will find that wrong and evil is only undesirable, because it diminishes happiness for another individual or group. Right and good, on the other hand, is only desirable, because it increases the potential for happiness for another individual or group.
John Locke (British philosopher, 1632 - 1704) argues that goodness creates happiness and evil creates unhappiness. Accepting this idea means to accept that there can be an objective and globally acceptable definition of both good and evil. This of course cannot be the case since both good and evil are subjective perceptions of experiences or events. It may very well be that an event that many people experience as being evil creates happiness for others.
Of what value is anything except for its utility in facilitating happiness? The only reason to do anything is to create or to maintain our own happiness or happiness for other individuals or groups. Many of us forget that all values such as health, prosperity, beauty, love, peace, productivity and even ethics and justice are only means to facilitate happiness. A vast body of research shows that the happier we are the better people we become. As we become happier, we become more compassionate, more creative, more energetic, more emotionally and physically healthy, and more successful at whatever we want to successful at.
Mental health and happiness go hand in hand. Prof Seligman published a study in which 94% of severely depressed people became less depressed, 92% became happier with an average symptom relief of 50% (!) over 15 days, using exercises based on Seligman’s positive psychology.
Dr Daniel Amen is a clinical neuroscientist and medical director of the Amen Clinics for Behavioral Medicine in Fairfield and Newport, California. He researched the brain extensively and found that we can influence our brain by just changing the way we think. I will explain later in this book my method how to do this.
Happiness contributes directly to balance our immune system and thus adds approximately nine years to our life expectancy.
On a wider scale happiness for you as an individual benefits your family, the community and therefore also the whole of society.
Happy people are more likely to change the world in positive ways than unhappy ones.
Happy people do not overthrow governments; happy nations do not invade other nations.
Happy people can exercise better self-control and can cope with life’s events with ease and confidence.
Happy people are more active and energetic.
Happy people are more successful at sports, at work, in business and in their private lives.
Happy people are more creative.
Happy people are interested in and care about other people.
Happy people are involved.
Bearing all these benefits in mind, the benefits for the individual as well as the benefits for the whole of society, it is quite reasonable to argue that not only individuals have the duty to themselves to strive toward their own happiness, but also governments first and foremost have the duty to look after the happiness of their citizens.
But in spite of all the happiness research, in spite of the immense body of knowledge as a result of this research, more needs to be done. Happiness is still not understood by most people, who believe that happiness is some kind of fluke, good luck, something that may happen to some people and not to others and there is nothing one can do about it. As a consequence it is also not understood by government bodies or NGOs - departments of education and health, employers’ organisations, trade unions and others - which could be in the position to promote a wider understanding of happiness.
Happiness should be promoted in different ways other than by advertising and advocating consumerism; other than by telling us that the key to happiness means to own certain things and to enjoy particular activities; and if you did not own these things and cannot enjoy these activities you just cannot be happy. Happiness is much more than this; happiness is not limited to this.
Happiness is all there is; all else is only a means to happiness.
What prevents people from the pursuit of happiness?
The most debilitating feelings that we possibly can have are anger, fear and guilt. Any one of these three holds us back in our pursuit of happiness or, indeed, can make it impossible for us to be happy. Let us have a look at these feelings.
Anger
It doesn’t matter if you are mildly angry or in a furious rage; the message is the same: somebody has violated one or more of your very important rules or standards; it maybe also that you have done it to yourself. How can you rid yourself of this debilitating feeling?
First you realise that by having this feeling you only punish yourself. If you are angry with another person, oftentimes the person concerned may be even not aware of your anger. Then ask yourself some or all of the following questions: Did I correctly interpret the situation that leads to my anger? Could this situation be interpreted differently? Can I give it a different meaning? Did the other person intentionally break my rules? Should I re-evaluate my rules and standards? Should I lower my standards? What can I learn from this occasion?
Always remember that it is not the situation that angered you, but your anger is your emotional response to that situation. You can not change the situation, but you can change your emotional response to it.
This does not mean that all anger is negative. Sometimes you may need or want to convey anger, and in order to do so you want to feel angry. The trick is to be in control over your feelings and to be able to switch off this feeling once it has fulfilled its purpose.
Fear
Fear is the anticipation that something is going to go terribly wrong. You have the choice of either prepare to cope with the situation, or to do something to change it, or to avoid it. Evaluate what to do to deal with the situation in the best possible way.
If it is an irrational fear, a phobia, you can do away with it by using psychotherapeutic means. Likewise, people who experience fear just by remembering a past incident can use the same means to change their emotional response to this incident.
But not all fear is negative. Imagine if you would be really fearless in the true sense of the word; you possibly could engage in high risk activities. The absence of fear would not prevent you from engaging in these activities, or even make you considering possible negative consequences. Being in control over your feelings is again the answer. This enables you to consider consequences and to decide on balance of probabilities whether to continue the action that you had in mind or not.
Guilt
Guilt, shame and remorse are some of the most painful feelings to experience. Guilt tells you that you have violated your own standards. Guilt is very often associated with shame, thus increasing the pain you experience. There is no point in denying or suppressing it; neither does it help to wallow in it. The only way to deal with guilt is to acknowledge it and to take positive action and resolve to do something immediately to ensure that you are not going to violate your standards again. Commit yourself to it and rehearse in your mind how you would deal with a similar condition in future. It is also very important to forgive yourself for this violation of your standards.
If you have anyone of these feelings in your system, or all of them, or indeed any other negative feeling and you have not freed yourself of these feelings, then they become “trapped emotions”.
What are they? Emotions, positive as well as negative, have enormous effect on us. Not only on our psyche, but also on our physical body. When we experience positive emotions we laugh a lot and we may feel like singing and dancing. When we experience negative emotions we slump and slouch, and singing and dancing is far removed from our mind.
When we laugh, sing and dance the emotions are released. When we experience anger, we can react with shouting or even verbal or physical attack; and with this anger is released.
When we can not release negative emotions they stay within our system; they become trapped. Trapped emotions make it virtually impossible for you to proceed on your road to happiness. They also hold you back from any personal development and can be, and very often are, the root cause for mental as well as physical malfunctions and illnesses.
There are reasons for individuals not to pursue happiness; the most common reasons of all are apathy and lethargy, which are also the biggest competitors for us who are involved in any form of change work. Another reason to not pursue happiness is the list of excuses that pessimists and other negative thinkers have established; excuses why they cannot do what they should do in order to find happiness.
They start early in life to build up a list of excuses. It begins with “It’s not my fault” and continues with “I didn’t ask to be born”. As they leave their teenage years their excuses become more elaborate, some might say that they become even scientific, such as chemical imbalances, genetics and others.
Excuses
Just to make it easy for you I have made up a list from which you can pick and choose your perfect excuse. It is good to have more than one excuse readily at hand, because then you can always find the appropriate support group and you can discuss with your fellow members and elaborate and extend your list of excuses. That’s how you become an expert in your field.
Physical unwellness, i.e. chemical imbalance; you can also choose hormonal problems, menopause, your nerves. Medicine does not help, because doctors have not yet found the root cause of your illness.
You are too small that’s why people laugh at you; or you are too tall, that’s why people are scared of you.
You are too fat, that’s why the opposite sex doesn’t respect you; or you are too haggard, that’s why they don’t like you.
Your breasts are / your penis is too small; that’s why the opposite sex laughs about you; or too big, which disgusts them.
You have the wrong body type. Your body is disposed toward ... (fill in what’s appropriate).
Your mouth is too big, your nose is too long, your legs are too short; face it you are ugly.
You have freckles and / or ginger hair. Of course people don’t like you, and they wouldn’t even if you didn’t have the acne on top of everything else.
It’s your star sign; find something in your sign that matches one of your character traits and provide this as proof that it is not your fault that people don’t like you / you can’t be successful / you can’t be happy.
Lady Luck never smiled on you and never will; you are born unlucky and there is nothing you can do about it. That’s how it is and always will be.
If you are Christian, God has punished you and continues to do so. If you are catholic then the concept of original sin has burdened you with a guilt complex and made you feel worthless, without any confidence in yourself and self respect.
If you are not Christian, excuse your short comings with sins you committed in one of your past lives (you shouldn’t have kicked the puppy!); that’s why you are so unlucky, and everybody hates you.
Your parents didn’t bring you up properly; they didn’t pay attention to you; they didn’t send you to the right schools; they didn’t give you proper guidance; they still treat you as a child and spy on whatever you do. You never bonded strongly with them, and they really didn’t like you all that much anyway. This is painful and you will carry this pain forever.
Your brothers / sisters had it easy, much easier than you anyway. They bonded with your parents, when you did not; and they received all the attention they wanted. Now they are happy and you are miserable.
You are born too late; you belong to a bygone era. Or you are born too early and you belong in a future era.
You should have been the younger / older sibling, and then all would be different.
Life as a little child was more than tough; you were victimized and still suffer the trauma of it. Other children spat on you and rubbed chewing gum into your hair. Your childhood was taken away from you and you were made to feel inferior; to this day you have not recovered and your self confidence and your self respect are not existent. No one liked you then and no one likes you now.
All your problems are deeply routed and you have suffered them for so long that you no longer can do something about them. Therapy has failed you and there is no way that you can turn things around.
It is society’s fault that you have become who you are; they should help you; anyone should help you. You cannot do it yourself because of your mediocre education; therefore society should fulfil your needs. They should understand that you need more than you have. But the law has turned against you too.
If only things had been different when you were a child; if only your parents had not been so self absorbed; if only your siblings had respected you; if only other kids had played with you; if only you had received therapy as a child; if only you could have had cosmetic surgery; if only God loved you; if only you had better Karma; if only you had more money; if only you had a good spouse, or any spouse; if only you had friends; if only all these things had been different, then you would be a happy person today!
But now it’s too late, because this is exactly how things are, and there is nothing you can do about it. You have tried everything and it did not help. Whatever you tried to do, has failed too. Therefore you will also fail in future.
And this is just as it is and there is nothing you can do about it. You are helpless. Don’t let anyone tell you that there is a way out, you know better.
I think we all know somebody who uses some or even many of these excuses. The saddest thing of course is the conclusion that they cannot do anything about it, because “this is exactly how things are.” They hold on to this belief and it has one true benefit to them, they cannot be disappointed. Whatever negative happens to them, they expected it to happen anyway.
******
There are other “real” and important issues that need to be considered. For example average income in the industrialized world has increased over the past 50 years; it actually doubled - according to some studies it even trebled - in the USA. But the level of happiness most certainly has not increased by a similar margin. Technology has made life substantially easier, but it has not made us happier. Our time at work has decreased; therefore we can spend more time with our families or at play. This should also increase our happiness, but overall it has not. I believe that all these reasons that in theory should have made us happier, paradoxically had the opposite effect. Let us look at some of the details.
Declining happiness in families
Research shows that women progressed enormously in general over the past decades. Since 1970 the gap in salaries between males and females has narrowed substantially. Women now have a much higher level of control over their fertility; technology has made house work easier; their power in the market place has increased and so have their social freedom and position within the family. Opportunities outside of marriage have increased manifold, labour force participation has risen to very high levels.
Given these shifts toward women rights over the past 35 years or so, in theory the level of happiness of women should have increased substantially. We could also expect that men’s level of happiness has decreased over the same period, since some of the male powers shifted from them to women. In other words, we should expect substantial increase of objective happiness in women, and decrease of objective happiness in men.
Unfortunately women’s happiness has decreased throughout much of the industrialized world. Even worse, the trend continues in this direction. The Pew Research Centre Report, 2006, shows that in the USA 33% of females and 35% of males are very happy with their lives. But in the past women’s level of reported happiness was higher than men’s.
Social changes over the past decades have increased opportunities for women, but this came at a cost to women. For example their greater involvement in the labour market increased the total amount of work that women do. Some feminists argue that women who are economically active have doubled their workload, since their move into labour was not offset with a move away from housework. But latest research (Augiar and Hurst, 2007) does not bear this out. It shows that total work hours for both men and women have declined substantially since 1965, and the increased hours of market work by women was largely offset by decline in hours of non-market work. Men, on the other hand, work also fewer hours in the market, but more hours in home production. So, that should be alright then. But it is not.
It is argued that women have maintained their emotional responsibility for home and family (Betsey Stevenson, Justin Wolfers, University of Pennsylvania). We still say that the man “helps” around the house, which implies female supervision and responsibility; he “babysits” the children, again implying female responsibility. Therefore, if not only the physical effort of home production was quantifiable, but also the emotional effort, we probably would know exactly by how much the overall burden of home production has shifted.
Societal and legal changes have given women more autonomy over their individual and their family decisions, such as rights of marriage, children born out of wedlock, birth control, abortion, and divorce. The feminists’ argument is that men again disproportionally benefit from these increased opportunities. They also argue that the birth control pill offered increased sexual freedom, thereby putting more pressure on women to have sex outside of marriage, and reducing their bargaining power over a so-called shotgun marriage in the face of an unwanted pregnancy (Akerlof, Yellen, Katz, 1996).
Divorce rate doubled between the mid 1960s and mid 1970s and have increased ever since. The number of children born out of wedlock increased substantially in the 1960s mainly because of the prevailing attitude toward free love, love-ins, and “make love not war”, so typical for the period. But we saw another peak of children born out of wedlock in the early 1990s, mainly in the USA and Great Britain. It is assumed but not proven that these trends contributed to women’s unhappiness.
Whereas household earnings had substantially increased because of women’s market work, this increased also expectations. Gadgets which decreased the drudgery of homework had to be purchased; higher status because of the higher household income, due to the wife’s additional income, had to be demonstrated. Different views as to how higher status should be demonstrated encouraged arguments. It is assumed but not proven that women suffer arguments more than their male partners.
Women’s lives have become more complex over the past few decades. Whereas before and up to the mid 1960s women’s happiness revolved around home and family life, today additional activities outside home life, such as professional career and sport, can contribute to their emotional wellbeing or unwellbeing.
Women became more and more career oriented; they no longer were satisfied working as typists or nurses, but entered disciplines that were previously regarded as male domains. And they became exceedingly successful. However, structures and philosophies in the workplace are based on a patriarchal system, established by males. This system has not changed and therefore its downside is that women can no longer expect male chivalry, protection and guardianship in the work place, but have to fend for themselves. Now they not only compete against men in the workplace, but also among themselves. No one can deny that this is not easy and most certainly not happiness inducing.
Women are now better off compare to 35 years ago in economic terms as well as socially. But this achievement also means that greater gender equality has led to a fall in subjective wellbeing. I believe that the women’s movement raised expectations faster than could be met. Affirmative actions, quota systems and changes to rules to bring about equality in the labour market did nothing to change the culture of the market.
However, in spite of this still ongoing struggle women became very successful in their chosen careers. Paradoxically this success is another explanation for the decline of women’s subjective wellbeing. The success that women had in the market place in addition to managing and taking at least emotional responsibility for the running of the household increased their level of stress. Being successful in their careers, bringing up children, taking care of household and having also a social life gave them also the perceived need to be “super women.”
A downside of it was very often not only emancipation, but more than that, an “emasculation” of the male partner. The traditional role of the male, being pater familias, the ruler of the roost, the “hunter and gatherer”, the sole breadwinner, slipped away. He no longer was the alpha dog, but had to share this position with his female partner. Not only that, but oftentimes this role was reversed; the wife, due to her increased bargaining power, took over; she became alpha and the man was demoted to beta dog.
It was not so long ago that this kind of scenario was unthinkable. The man staying at home and caring for the children? Unheard of! “Children stuff”, shopping, cooking, cleaning is woman’s work and the man goes out and brings home the bacon.
Times have changed, however, and more and more families experience shared roles; and completely reversed roles have become more frequent over the past decade or so. Still, society attaches a stigma to reversed roles, and to a lesser degree also to shared roles.
What effect does this change have on the emotional wellbeing of both men and women, as well as on family life? Sometimes not a lot; the partners arranged themselves, alpha and beta position move freely from one to the other and back again depending on circumstances; equilibrium, a balance of powers, is assumed. A blissful and happy family life is the outcome. The personalities and character traits of the partners play of course a major role in these kinds of arrangements.
But:
What if both partners are ambitious and goal seeking?
What if both are assertive and decisive?
What if both are risk takers and dominant personalities?
What if the male partner failed in his business, perhaps not through is own fault?
What if he had lost a job because of illness?
What if her personality is not of the caring and nurturing kind?
What if he feels frustrated because of any one of these circumstances?
What if she feels frustrated because he cannot assume his “natural” leader role?
What if she feels ashamed of her partner, believing that with each household task he
assumes his masculinity fades?
What if this makes him less attractive sexually to her?
What if she meets a man who has all the attributes of an alpha male?
What if he meets a woman who has no ambitions other than pleasing her man?
What if there are children?
What kind of role models do the partners present?
Surely any one of these scenarios presents a challenge to a meaningful and loving relationship and can be the cause of unhappiness and, subsequently the relationship might end. Can this challenge be mastered? Can a loving and meaningful relationship survive happily these circumstances?
The answer is yes, it can. The key to it is change. The couple individually need to change their perception of their circumstances, learn to be happy about it and project their happiness also to the outside world. The first steps in the right direction are cognitive and require that the couple has to draw clear lines of responsibilities regarding children, financial matters and household tasks. They need to communicate their concerns frequently; if possible even daily. They need to encourage one another and remember the reasons for the role reversal. The house-husband needs to find support also outside home, whether through other members of the family or a support group. The partners need to emphasize with each other and appreciate their respective tasks. They need to become excellent communicators. To achieve the best possible outcome, satisfactory for everyone concerned, this life changing step requires careful planning, a change of perceptions and a change of previously held beliefs.
Materialism and consumerism
The fact remains that even though our western industrialized world experienced enormous economic growth over the past 50 and more years, our happiness has not increased and some people even argue that it has decreased. Crime rate has increased substantially during this period and, even though it has been on the decline over the past few years, it is still much higher than it was 50 years ago. The income gap between low and high earners has widened and the gap is still widening. The world wide recession ongoing since 2008 has put doubt on our economic model, which emphasized materialism at almost all cost.
Have we sacrificed on the altar of materialism the pursuit of higher pleasures, such as pleasures of the intellect?
What about our family life; most importantly the upbringing of our children? Do we really want them to follow us in the rat race? What about our friends and life in the community?
We know that there is correlation between higher income and happiness; but is it possible to draw a line and to say this is enough? Do too many of us make too much money?
Are there too many “must have” goodies, toys, trinkets and other things on offer? Does this availability of such goods stimulate us to want more and more of them? Many of them are designed to make life easier, but in order to obtain them we have to work longer hours to be able to afford them. Does this make sense?
I believe that the time has come to change our focus and to find our own level of financial comfort and then to say that this is enough; and to direct our focus from acquisition of goods to other happiness inducing activities, like family, socializing or whatever higher value activity can trigger your happiness, or can increase your level of happiness.
Everyone wants to feel significant; this is part of our human nature. But I think that a majority of the people in our culture seek significance in material success, the accumulation of wealth, rather than being successful in other aspects of life. For example, seeking knowledge; taking care of one's emotional, physical and mental wellbeing; bringing up a family; enjoying life’s daily pleasures, small and great ones alike.
Drug consumption (Source: UNODC)
I have just come across the most recent annual World Drug Report, which shows that drug consume in our western industrialized countries, the wealthy ones, is significantly higher than in the poor countries. The figures below reflect the percentage of the adult population.

Let me assume that many if not most drug users began using them to feel better about themselves, to feel happy, and to forget worries and emotional pain. There is of course the possibility that some were forced to take drugs, but I think it is fair to say that most made the decision voluntarily to take up drugs. The obvious question is, why does this happen on much larger scale in our industrialized, civilized and rich societies and not in societies which are not only poor but are perhaps living under life threatening conditions? I do not have the answer, but I suspect that it can be found at least partly in the chapter about materialism and consumerism. I also suspect that many drug users in our industrialized societies are those who cracked under the pressure of materialism, or those who perceived themselves as not fitting into this kind of societies. I not only suspect but I am absolutely certain that happy individuals do not need to take drugs.
I do not see a great difference between drug use and excessive consumption of alcohol. Most of the individuals who drink excessively give most often these two reasons: to escape stress and to have fun. That this escape and this fun moment is just that, a moment, does not matter to them. Sad, isn’t it?
Happy people, however, do not need alcohol to be stress free and to have fun.
The paradox of autonomy, freedom and choice
As the experience of personal freedom continues to grow, some psychologists ask if that could be too much of a good thing, that too much freedom can be bad for wellbeing. Because along with this growth of freedom came unprecedented unhappiness - clinical depression, suicide, use of psychotherapeutic services, and use of antidepressant drugs in alarming numbers.
Why should too much choice create a problem? After all, if people do not want the millions of choices life gives them, they can ignore them. If you are content with what you have, you can ignore every other opportunity you may get. The answer is whereas it is logically true that people can ignore unwanted options, it is not always true psychologically.
This paradox of choice is the reason for the possibility of less satisfaction. Certainly a wealth of options can create opportunities, but it also creates problems that need to be solved. It forces you to put time and effort into decisions, even about trivial things. It causes you to worry that you may have made a mistake if you make a choice without having explored all other possibilities. It forces you to trade-off, passing up on an option with one attractive feature to select a different option with another attractive feature. It raises your expectation about just how good the thing you finally choose will be.
Expectations can get so high that no result will meet them, no matter how good it is. On the other hand it induces you to blame yourself when the choice you make after careful consideration turns out to be less than perfect. Massive effort in making decisions, passed-up attractive alternatives, disappointing results and self-blame - this is not a recipe for emotional wellbeing. However, it is a recipe that many people feel compelled to follow.
Choice overload is a problem for most people, but it is an even bigger problem for those who feel like they have to get the best when they make decisions: the best job, the best car, the best investment, the best love partner; simply the best everything. Psychologists call these people “maximizers.”
For maximizers choice overload can be literally a nightmare. Think about it, in order for them to know that they really have “the best,” they need to examine all the alternatives, by doing an exhaustive and indeed, exhausting search. The impossibility of doing such an exhaustive search almost guarantees that they will doubt and perhaps regret decisions, even if they are good.
In contrast, people who are satisfied with one good enough option - the “satisficers” - can stop looking as soon as they find one, and relax. A study with university leavers seeking employment suggests that maximizers found the better paid jobs, but they reported to feel more pessimistic, stressed, worried, tired, resentful, frustrated and depressed than satisficers, who didn’t do so well in jobs with top payment, but experienced greater satisfaction (Sheena S. Iyengar, A. Elwork).
Does this teach us to be satisficers rather than maximisers? Does this teach us that “good enough” is what we should aspire to? There is only one answer to these questions: it depends. Sometimes good enough is the right choice. You may end up with results of decisions that are somewhat less good, but you save yourself time, worry and stress in the process of choosing.
But sometimes you should seek and demand the best. Sometimes this may be important. When it is important, is something that can only be decided individually. When it matters to get the best is left to your own perception and value judgment. Alternatively you allow others to make the choices for you, and most of us do this to a lesser or greater extend already. We seek advice from experts such as doctors, dentists, gurus, financial advisers, consumer bodies and many more.
Let us have a good look at some of these so-called experts. In order to be an expert, there must be a body of knowledge - some set of truths - for them to be expert about. However as we know, there is not one global truth, but many different ones. You may have one notion of truth today, then change your mind and have a different one tomorrow. Truth, after all, is a matter of perspective, it is relative and subjective.
The consequence of embracing this relativism is that the problem of choice becomes much greater. It is a fallacy to believe that the access to the vast body of expert advice that we have today - radio, TV, internet etc. - will help you to make intelligent choices and decisions. Many of these experts are self-proclaimed gurus, using - naturally - their own individual perspective and their own set of truths.
Therefore, if seeking “expert” knowledge, you are well advised to compare their expertise to your own set of values and what matters to you.
Skeptics and happiness
Some theorists of skeptic persuasion are concerned whether or not the pursuit of happiness should be a worthwhile goal in one’s life. It is objected, against what positive psychology proposes, that sensible people should not be aiming to promote positive mental states in themselves. They should instead be concerned to lead lives engaged in worthwhile activities, and having not positive but fitting emotional responses to their lives. Many people would on this sort of view not be too happy, given the world’s many evils.
Are skeptics right to say that sometimes we need not and should not be happy?
Should we only be as happy as the situation warrants? After all, most people are not always
very happy, and sometimes indeed quite unhappy.
Should we not be happy when so many people around the world are suffering?
What about those who live in poverty; or widows and orphans?
Is there any particular level of happiness that any given life warrants?
Should we only be happy for the “right” reasons?
If so, what are the “right” reasons?
There may be good reasons to explore answers to these questions, but they do not justify skepticism toward our quest for happiness. The norms governing our attitudes toward life are extremely flexible; this gives all of us sufficient leeway to respond to our lives’ events in many various ways. I find both admirable, the individuals who need to strive for happiness with complete focus, and those who are down on their luck in many ways and still seek, find and appreciate occasions of pleasure in spite of their hardships.
It is wonderful that we have the possibility to use tools that are at our disposal to achieve a more positive outlook on life, no matter how bad our circumstances may be. Usually there are good reasons to feel happier than we feel now, and the methods explained in this book can help you get there.
In this book I am not advocating the kind of blind positivity of the 1970s/80s that insisted - and still does, because there are followers around even now - that we should always be positive, ignoring and denying negatives; pretending that they are not there.
I advocate appreciative positivity which is based on values. I would like you to be positive because you notice and appreciate things of value, like beauty, sunshine, birdsong or whatever it is that is of value to you. But you also need to be aware of negatives in life and not turn your head away. There are wars going on; there is hunger and starvation in many parts of our world; there is sadness; there is crime. Even you can and perhaps will suffer some form of hardship at some point in your life. If this should happen there is no point in denying it. You accept it as part of life and you move on. You will learn in this book how to deal with these adverse conditions.
One question put to me many times is whether it is appropriate to be unreasonably happy considering one’s life’s circumstance. Is it, therefore, right to be happy to a fitting degree only, based on these circumstances? Would this be just a form of blind positivity that I mentioned afore? Is it just a programmed reflex as opposed to genuine positivity and happiness? My answer is to follow my technique and to acknowledge that the present situation might not be wonderful and to accept it. Then use the tools that are explained in this book to change the meaning of the situation if possible, and then take appropriate action. If “meaning - making” does not work in a particular situation accept it, put it behind you and move on.
The Law of Attraction
Some of you might be surprised to find this chapter under the heading Obstacles to Happiness. Perhaps I am somewhat unfair, but even though the law of attraction is not necessarily an obstacle to happiness, on its own it most certainly is not a vehicle toward it either. In parts it is valuable, but only if used together with other tools.
My main problem with this law is that too many people created too many so-called laws that are not real laws of nature but are only constructs based only on their creators’ interpretations of the world around them. Some cherry pick some factors that suit their “law”, and ignore everything else that does not fit. Others turn some kind of cliche into a law of nature; for example the get-rich-quick brigade with their “if you can dream it you can do it.”
Does a law of attraction exist? Not in the form as the authors of “The Secret” and other dreamers would have it. But let us have a look at the following and let us then decide if this is the way how the Law of Attraction works.
Every action begins in the mind. Thoughts are the cause of every action and they will manifest themselves as physical forms or effects over time. We are all part of inseparable interconnections and relationships of matter and energy. Theoretical physicists engage to synthesize the four forces that exist in the universe:
Strong forces of the atom
Weak forces of the atom
Gravity
Electromagnetic fields
Gravity is only attractive, thus it is the weakest of the four forces; however, it is the most dominant force in the universe. Its effect is felt over long distance into the far reaches of space. But it is easily countered by the electromagnetic force, which is both attractive and repulsive. This force causes the atoms to take their various shapes and forms. Our electrochemical nervous system is an alternating current that generates an electromagnetic field, which is infinite in nature. The quality and intensity of our thoughts - facts and feelings - generate varying electromagnetic fields.
The authors of “The Secret” as well as other like-minded souls see this as one of the forces that influence the atomic structure of physical forms or objects in what we call the real world. According to the law of cause and effect, we attract what we think about the most; whatever it is, positive or negative. Therefore we can attract or repel anything just through the quality of our thoughts. This idea is not a novel one; I came across it some twenty or thirty years ago, when its proponents argued that even accidents or robberies where in essence caused by negative thoughts. I believed it and turned into an extreme positive thinker, until I became the victim of violent robberies twice in rather quick succession – I lived in Johannesburg, South Africa, at a time when the crime rate had peaked. Since this happened to me I have become more realistic; but I am still a positive thinker and an optimist.
A more recent example is the credit crunch followed by the world wide recession which started just about two years after the DVD “The Secret” had been released. By this time more than 6’000’000 people had purchased “The Secret” and most of them would have engaged in desiring and waiting for the benefits of the law of attraction. I am sure that it is only coincidence that the law of attraction in all probability for most of them did not have the desired effect.
I know that we have to accept that there is, and indeed there has to be, negativity in the world. Just as day needs night, and good needs evil; and without wrong there could not be right. I am still a very positive thinker, and I know that we can attract good things to us; but not just by thinking about them. I also know that weak and scattered thoughts alone are just ideas that float into your brain and go out again. Even wishing for the good things, desiring them, and putting photographs of what you want all over your house is not good enough.
But if you concentrate and strengthen your thoughts you make a significant step in the right direction, because this will motivate you to take action. It is then entirely your responsibility what kind of action you are going to take. This book will show you how to take the kind of action that will bring you happiness.
Most people agree with the concept that our system consists of body, mind and spirit. There may be various definitions of mind or what spirit is, but by and large the concept is widely accepted. It is also widely accepted that body, mind and spirit are fully integrated; which means that all three are present in each one of our cells in the body. The physical part of this system contains solid matter and is, therefore, limited by the dimensions of time and space. The mind and spirit parts of our system, however, have no limitations of this kind.
Thoughts are causes that precede every action. They also influence your electrochemical nervous system and, consequently, your electromagnetic field. This initiates cause and effect to manifest your thoughts into physical form or effect over time. Physical objects have limitations of time and space; our thoughts do not have these limitations. Some schools of thought and most spiritualists assume that this could be the reason why the manifestation of our thoughts is delayed. Oftentimes it is delayed for so long that this delay can lead to anger and frustration, and consequently to fear and doubt that wishes and desires will never be fulfilled. But anger and frustration are negative feelings and they will create conflicting electromagnetic fields, which not only can negate the positive goals that people have set, but it can end with a manifestation of our anger, frustration, fear and doubt.
The potential of not achieving our positive goals is increased if, in addition to our own fears and doubts, our goals are in conflict or in opposition with other people's goals.
The thought processes behind the theory that positive thoughts are all we need to achieve whatever we want to achieve are quite convincing; more so when the theory also provides us with the reasons why it does not work all the time. However, I believe that wanting something to happen does not make it happen, wishing it does not do the trick, desiring it is also not good enough; and if that’ s all you do and then wait for it to happen, you are in for a very long wait indeed. I say yes, have in mind what you desire, focus your thoughts on it, believe that you can make it happen, and then take the action that is required for you to get what you want.
Conclusion:
Positive attitude, patiently and persistently waiting and hoping for success does not bring success. Positive attitude together with persistent and determined action increase the likelihood of success.
Common perception of happiness
Much research has been done internationally into people’s understanding of the causes for happiness; and not surprisingly there is very little difference geographically and culturally. According to research most people describe happiness as a pleasant emotion, as being content and free of worries. People who see themselves as being happy give as the main causes for their happiness most often following reasons: family life, meaningful relationships, good health, prosperity, satisfying work and social life. This coincides largely with the answers unhappy people give to the question what would make them feel happy. It is fair to assume that in certain areas of our world other causes would be mentioned, for example freedom, peace, security and an end to natural catastrophes, such as long lasting drought.
I wrote at several occasions that happiness is the most important thing in life. It is the ultimate goal and whatever we do, whatever we have, everything is just a means to acquire happiness. When we want to have success in business, be in a loving and meaningful relationship, be healthy, or whatever else we strive for, what we really want is happiness. Even more mundane wishes we have, like a bigger car, higher salary, or a nicer house are based on the deep seated assumption that the fulfilment of these wishes will make us happy.
Whatever we do, we do for happiness.
Because let’s face it: what is the point of it, if the achievement of your visions does not make you happy? Nothing would have any meaning; nothing would have any value. Life would be without joy; it would be empty.
But always bear in mind that happiness is found in the interpretations of your experiences and not in things that you possess or want to possess.
What makes people happy?
A massive body of research over the past decades has provided some very important conclusions.
Happy individuals enjoy a very active and very successful social life. They have warm and close relationships with friends, acquaintances and family members and very often they are in a satisfying love relationship.
Happy individuals seem to be more successful work or business wise. Typically they have higher income, higher social status, high occupational status and they have the skilful and competent personality that allows them to achieve their goals with ease and confidence.
Happy individuals are full of energy and vitality, full of life and enthusiasm for life, and they tend to live longer and healthier lives.
Happy individuals have developed a positive outlook on life, they are optimists; they have found meaning, importance and significance in their lives.
Happy people have more fun in their lives, because they have realized that fun is good for them.
And the more happy people have of all the above “good things”, the happier they get; and the happier they get, the more of the “good things” they receive; and the more “good things” they ….. and so it goes.
Isn’t this terribly frustrating for all those who are not happy? And who, therefore, cannot participate in sharing all the abundance of “good things”?
Does it mean that everyone must be unhappy and stay unhappy who does not have a rich and active social life, has no family, is not successful in business, is not healthy and has not much fun in their life? Thankfully, the answer is an emphatic no, of course not.
Although many psychologists disagree with the idea that happiness can be taught and learned, I most certainly know it can. You see, the problem with psychology is that many psychologists are looking for reasons why some people are happy and others not. And they have come up with a number of very good reasons, for example that happy people find their happiness in a meaningful love relationship. This actually is the most often mentioned reason in literally every happiness research. The implication is that individuals who are not in such a relationship cannot be happy. This, of course, is far away from reality. As I have mentioned before, and most certainly will mention again and again, happiness - just as all feelings - depends entirely on the individual’s interpretation of an event or experience. Yes, it may well be that an individual is desperately unhappy because he or she is not in a meaningful love relationship. But it may well be that an individual is extremely happy being unattached, footloose and fancy-free.
Many studies suggest that happiness is not so easy to come by. It seems to be determined by a variety of factors, such as relationship, high income, health, high status, social acceptance etc. For many if not most people it would be rather difficult to obtain these underlying causes for happiness within a short span of time, if at all. And they accept it, believing that there is nothing they can do about it.
My main reason for writing this book is to dispel this belief. We have the innate right to be happy. However, the way our environment and our upbringing have conditioned us, made us giving up this right, turning us into negative, self-doubting individuals with low self-confidence and low self-esteem. Happiness thus has become a privilege attainable only to those who are prepared to work for it.
In most studies happy people were asked what the main causes for their happiness were. From their answers we could compile a list of conditions that were most often named as the main causes for happiness creation:
Meaningful love relationship
Financial security
Health and wellbeing
Fulfilled social life
Meaningful and productive work
Does this mean that a meaningful love relationship is essential for everybody’s happiness? Or material wealth, or being sound in body and mind? Or having a great job and a wonderful social life? No, of course not. In this book I emphasize the point that happiness is a feeling, and feelings are determined by individual interpretations of events or experiences. Hence, one does not necessarily have to be in a love relationship to be happy, or else no bachelor could be happy.
Financial security is important for many, if not most; but does it for example make struggling artists, who have none of it, unhappy? Certainly not.
We can understand that health and wellbeing can be a great contribution to happiness, but there are many individuals in the world who have physical disabilities and still are happy. Sportspeople who participate in paralympics are but one example.
Having a wonderful circle of friends means joy and fun for many, but some may disagree with it and find their happiness in spending their spare time reading, studying or listening to music.
Meaningful and productive work does not have to be of the income providing kind, but it can be any activity in addition to it that gives meaning and purpose to your life. This can range from charitable work to participating in dramatic societies, sports or anything else that triggers your happiness.
This means that we all have to find our very own individual triggers to our own happiness and plan and find strategies to attain it.
I have mentioned a few times that it is for the individual to find what kind of activities to undertake that give him happiness and what of happiness it is going to be; the hedonic kind, or following the more altruistic objective list theory.
Why happiness?
It is the point of our lives; it is the point of everything we do: work, leisure, school, marrying, having a family. It is the point of everything we say: sharing information, conversation, conveying what we want. It is the point of everything we feel: our thoughts attract pleasure and avoid pain.
Are you happy?
Good question! How do you know if you are happy? What makes you happy? If you haven’t got an answer to the first question, you probably are not happy. If you haven’t got an answer to the second question, you could follow the Objective List Theory to find what your hook for happiness could be. The previously mentioned five reasons most people most often mentioned, may apply to you as well; but then again, they may not.
Meaningful and close relationships - in a wider sense, not just marriage, it can also be friendships - could apply to you, or not. If you have no meaningful and close relationships and you prefer it that way, and you are perfectly happy being on your own, that’s fine too.
You may have financial security, but if it’s meaningless for you, you are still desperately unhappy.
However, if you know that you are unhappy and want to change, but you don’t know what makes you happy, then congratulations to you! You have undertaken the first two steps towards happiness. The first step was to acknowledge the fact, and the second was the wish to do something about it.
Measurement of happiness
Can we quantify feelings, such as the feeling of happiness? Happiness is a feeling, a person’s individual response to an external or internal stimulus. The keyword here is “individual.” You can draw a scale ranging from zero - “extremely unhappy” - to five - “extremely happy” - and various shades between. Similar to what you are going to do with the Circle of Happiness. You can gauge your own intensity of feeling, and rank it accordingly. Now you have established your own measure of your happiness. You could do so because you know your feelings, you know the intensity of your feelings, and you also know how to compare one feeling’s intensity with another one. But you cannot measure another person’s intensity of feeling. Some researchers suggest that they have developed a method to do so, but none of them have convinced me so far.
Typically we quantify our feelings by referring to past experiences and comparing them to the current one. For example, we remember an event from the past and the happiness it created for us and rank it on our scale. Then we compare this with the current event, find which one generated more happiness in us and rank it accordingly. We now have a very accurate instrument to measure the intensity of our own feelings. However, we cannot feel another person’s intensity of feelings; we may have a vague idea of them, but not nearly accurate enough to quantify and compare them.
There is a problem with surveys asking people where they rank their feelings on a scale, say from 1 - 5. If we want to understand processes scales are just not good enough. We need more explanations from individuals with regard to their feelings. First and foremost we need to know the individual’s own definition of happiness. Is it a feeling of peace and security? Or is it their health? Does their family make them happy? Or what is it? Are they happy or just contend? Do they really feel happy, or do they consider and argue their happiness?
Turn back a few pages and look first at the five main reasons for happiness, just in case you recognise the one or other, or all of them which apply to you. But do not despair if you do not recognise any of them; let us deal with this later.
Look at the drawing of the Circle of Happiness. The centre point of the circle is you, which means that you are looking at the sectors of the circle from your viewpoint only; only your perception counts, no one else’s; society’s perception, society's morals and principles, your family’s beliefs they all count for nothing in this exercise; it's only YOU whose opinion is important. From the centre point you see the radii leading to the rim of the circle, dividing the circle into sectors, each sector being one of the five main reasons for happiness; on the spokes, the radii, are three marks; the centre point is zero, where the spoke touches the rim is 5 – the highest mark. This becomes a scale of your feelings with regard to those main reasons of happiness.
Now evaluate your feelings where on this circle you want to peg your perception of your happiness and mark it with X. If you feel, however, that your feeling is located somewhere between two marks, that's fine; just place your cross where you feel the right place is. However, it is of utmost importance that you do not think about it, just tune into your feelings. The first that springs into your mind is probably the right one. For example, if you feel that your family life isn’t as great as you would like it to be and your first reaction would be to mark it on 3, do it. If you begin to argue the case of your family life, looking for ifs and buts and the reasons of why and why not, and that it will get better sometime soon, then your logic takes over and suppresses your feelings. We, however, talk about feelings at this very moment, firstly because your life is determined by the feelings and emotions that you have now, and not, as many would like it, by logic and intellect. Secondly, to make your family life better you first need to acknowledge that now it is not as good as you want it to be. The cross that you put to the number 3 is this acknowledgment.
Once you have pegged your feelings to the relevant marks draw a line and connect the Xs. In all likelihood the resulting shape will resemble a football in some state of deflation.
You now know which one or how many of the sectors need improvement. You can make a plan how to go about that, but first finish reading this book.
However, going back to our example, if you have no family and no desire to start one; if you are perfectly happy being alone that’s also a 5! This, of course, applies to all the sectors. In the highly unlikely event that you can mark all the sectors on your scale with 5, and you are still unhappy, you will find your happiness elsewhere; and let this book be your guide.
If you have low scores in some or all of the segments, you can improve on them by also using this book as your guide. Keep on reading in any case.
I suggest that you draw some more circles and over time repeat this exercise until you have improved on all sectors that are important for you. Keep them and look at them ever so often, certainly whenever you feel uncertain about your happiness. Look and compare your scores; the first one and how you improved over time. And then test your score again to find out where you stand now.

HAPPY PEOPLE
Hundreds of studies have been made and specific factors have been researched to find what relationships exist with happiness. I have compared a variety of studies from the USA and UK; I looked at results from Nicaragua, Brazil and Argentina, and I did my own research in South Africa. I was not surprised to find that there were only marginal differences between them, too insignificant to make me sit up and take note.
Everywhere happy people feel happy most of the time. Every morning they look at the day ahead with positive expectancy. They project enthusiasm, ebullience; they are satisfied, content, and pleased about how their life has developed. Most importantly, they live their life to the full. They are active, they are involved with other people or projects, and they participate in all sorts of activities. Happy people are seekers and explorers, they do not hide away. Happy people make things happen, rather than waiting for them to happen.
Michael Fordyce investigated the correlation between occupational status and job satisfaction and found that typically happy people hold jobs of higher status. Professionals - doctors, university lecturers etc. - seem to be the happiest group. They are followed by executives, senior managers, business owners and the self-employed. Next are white-collar workers, junior managers and teachers, followed by farmers, clerical and secretarial staff, skilled and semi skilled blue-collar workers. At the bottom of the “happiness scale” are unskilled and minimum wage workers. Understandably within these groups there are also subtle differences between members of the group. The most unhappy people are the unemployed, particularly those who are seeking work but cannot find it.
Happy people, so it seems, have a much lower chance of losing their jobs, and if they do they have a much greater chance in finding employment again.
In general research suggests that meaningful and productive work is a great contributor to a person’s happiness. Happy people enjoy their work and look forward to every working day. Often the question arises are people happy because they have a fulfilling job, or do they get the jobs because they are happy? We can safely assume that this works both ways. As I discussed previously both can be cause as well as effect, and both can stimulate each another.
This brings me to the triggers, or hooks, most often mentioned by most people when asked what made them happy. They are interesting social activities, loving relationships and a fulfilled family life. These triggers are closely followed by meaningful and productive work, good health and financial security. Please note that all surveys that I looked into as well as my own did not ask people what it was, if they could get it, that would make them happy; but it asked happy people what they have that triggers their happiness.
Happiness triggers
Many studies were and still are conducted on what makes people happy. All of those that were conducted in the industrialised world agreed on the five reasons - which I have mentioned before - most happy people most often mentioned as their hooks for happiness. Let's look at them again:
Family / Meaningful and close relationships
Financial security
Health and well-being
Fulfilled social life
Meaningful and productive work
Could it be said that you can become happy just by using some or all of these hooks? Perhaps yes; but it is just not that simple. We always want to find reasons for our feelings and we want to find an explanation for them; for our own benefit and also as a benefit for others. We feel the need to justify the way we think, feel and behave. In a very recent survey in Britain a participant answered the question if she was a happy person with “well I have a loving family and we all are healthy; I suppose these are the most important things in life.” Nice reply, but did it answer the question? No, it did not; it did not even get close to it; it did not even address the question of happiness.
Happiness boosters
There are many ways to give our happiness a boost; most if not all of them are discussed in this book.
Gratitude is one way, by writing down what you are thankful for. “Counting your blessings” as Sonya Lyubomirsky, University of California, Riverside, says “once a week significantly increased subjects overall satisfaction with life over a period of six weeks.” A control group that did not keep a journal did not experience this satisfaction.
Being grateful for all that we already have increases the potential of getting more. It does not really matter who you are grateful to as long as you can create this feeling in you. Just a few suggestions who you can feel grateful to: God, Allah, universal spirit, guardian angel, your own subconscious mind, your power of thought, your forefathers, natural world, yourself, energy, all of these combined, or anything else. Be specific what you are grateful for, such as your health, beauty, wealth, determination, self-worth, or anything else that reflects your strengths. Performing acts of kindness is another happiness booster. Helping friends, visiting a nursing home and charitable acts of any kind performed frequently and regularly have the same effect as writing down what you are thankful for.
Seligman proposes to write down every day three things that went well and why, in order to increase your happiness. He also found that cerebral virtues - curiosity and love of learning - are less important for happiness than interpersonal virtues, such as kindness, gratitude and the capacity for love.
Why would these virtues make you happy? Because giving makes you feel good about yourself; it makes you focus on the other person’s plight and it gives you a sense of purpose.
What about those who regard themselves as being born pessimists? Can they learn to become happy? Psychologists differ on this point. Some of them believe that it is not possible; they doubt that people can change their habitual behaviours, and that personalities are not so flexible to make it possible. Others, Sonya Lyubomirsky being one of them, say that this is possible by committing yourself to the cause and practising happiness every single day. I am on Lyubomirsky’s side, and the how-to-do-it you will learn from this book.
According to my own experience most people who want to learn how to lead a happy life, look at aspects of their life that are discussed in the following chapter. These are also the aspects that most people who say that they are happy identify as the ones that brought them happiness. It is therefore fair to say that these are also the most important aspects of life for most people.
Education and happiness
The Pew Research Centre Survey shows that higher education means higher levels of happiness. 30% of people with high school or less education, 33% with some high school, and 42% of all college graduates report to be very happy.
Many psychologists argue that good education is an important contributor to happiness. In our western culture it certainly can make a difference to anyone’s life. It can provide good employment, higher income, higher status, greater involvement in social activities and much more.
I propose that higher education in itself creates happiness; it gives a sense of achievement and pride. But it also provides better communication skills, which can directly or indirectly lead to happiness. I suggest that good education in itself, the attainment of knowledge, is one hook for happiness.
Meaningful work or activity and happiness
Happy people have fun, and they find fun in whatever they are doing. They have fun socialising, they have fun at the games they play, but they also find fun in their profession and at work. Most happy people are engaged in meaningful and productive work. Typically they are also highly regarded and respected, and often they can be found in leading positions. This raises the question: are they highly regarded and leaders because they are happy, or are they happy because they have earned respect and leadership? Both can be true of course. However, many studies show that most happy people are organized, disciplined, efficient and constructive; and most importantly they enjoy what they are doing. And because they enjoy what they are doing, they are also successful at it. And if you enjoy your successes you are happy.
Happy people do not rank high only on the happiness scale with regard to business and work. We can find them highly ranked also in other important aspects of their life, such as social activities and in their personal relationships.
Most happy people usually are outgoing and interested in other people; they are open-minded, curious, positive, and they get involved; these are qualities that most successful people possess. Looking at it from this angle, we can say that a good quantity of happiness in a person’s personality is certainly conducive to being successful at work or in business.
However, when I talk about meaningful and productive work, this does not need to be paid work or business activity. It can be also unpaid work, i.e. charity work, or unpaid activities of any kind as long as they produce happiness. In paid work a salary increase may produce a short term but powerful boost to happiness, and so can promotion if it is meaningful for the individual concerned.
But very few happy people regard higher income as their reason for happiness, but rather what they can do with more money. The same can be applied to business activities. Likewise a scientific discovery, an invention, a technical breakthrough can make a person immensely happy, even without the consideration of the possible financial rewards for this achievement.
I believe that the key is purpose and meaning. It is satisfying at the end of a day of meaningful and productive activities to look back at the day’s achievements and successes; it makes us feel content, satisfied and perhaps even proud; and as we know, satisfaction and contentment are very significant aspects of happiness. Pride in our achievement is an added and welcome bonus.
On the other hand my work with people who suffer depression or other mental or emotional problems shows that most of them are not engaged in activities that are conducive to happiness. But when working with one semi-professional musician, who was diagnosed as being clinically depressed and one actor with paranoid schizophrenia, I became aware that neither of them displayed any symptoms of their problems during practice for a performance; and both experienced intense happiness when performing for few hours thereafter.
Many people who retired from work or sold their business in order to enjoy life without work have similar experiences. They found it extremely difficult to trade the satisfaction and contentment at the end of a working day for a day without this kind of satisfaction and contentment. I live and work in an European region - Costa del Sol, Spain - with a high number of retirees and I am frequently confronted with this phenomenon. Those who come to see me in my professional capacity have at best adjustment difficulties and at worst severe depression.
If you look at your own experiences, is it not so that many of your happy days were associated with activities related to your profession, work or business? Also being involved entirely in social or charitable work is for some people as satisfying as it is for others to find satisfaction and happiness in their profession; and there are certainly also many individuals who find this work even more important and satisfying than high income producing work.
Your job is a very important part of your life and takes up a large portion of your time. It would be ideal if your work is stimulating, meaningful and purposeful, thus providing you with happiness. However, I have come across very many people who are not so fortunate, and for whom work is just a means to provide them with an income, but a part from that, they see it as being boring and dreary. Some of them believe that they have no chance of changing their job for a variety of reasons. As a consequence they do not feel fulfilled but dissatisfied and in many cases suffered very low self esteem.
If you belong to this group see work as exactly what it is to you: a means to survive. Accept that you don’t particularly like what you are doing, but resolve that you will do your job well. Do it as best as possible; set yourself some targets that you want to fulfil. They don’t need to be gigantic ones that overstretch your abilities; anything will do. Once you have fulfilled your self-set targets you will notice that it makes you feel good; maybe not deliriously happy, but better than before. It is important that the targets are self-set and not targets prescribed by management. Because those you have to fulfil anyway. Realize that work is a large portion of your life, but not all of it. Focus your mind on finding your real happiness outside of work.
Avoid moaners; stay clear of people who are unhappy and negative. These feelings are extremely contagious. It has happened to most of us that we were with a group of friends, having a good time, with fun and lots of laughter. Then one person joins the group, who is deeply unhappy, negative, and displays these feelings, and waving them like a flag in front of them. What is very likely to happen is that the fun in your group of friends will dissipate almost immediately and will adjust to the kind of mood that the newcomer displays. Protect yourself from the danger and avoid, if you can, this kind of people. This is as important in a work situation as it is in all your life. Likewise, don’t be a person who moans and complains whenever you have the opportunity to do so. Your presence will be welcomed only by other moaners and complainers. As a consequence your unhappiness will become self perpetuating and your life will stay dreary and miserable forever.
Work, productivity and happiness
Meaningful and productive work, as I said before, is a great contributor to happiness; challenging, stimulating and satisfying work that is not just a source of income and advancement, but gives meaning and value to your life and has not necessarily to do with status and hierarchy.
When you are happy at work you are much more fun for your colleagues; you are better in your teamwork with them; you are a better and more inspiring communicator; you have in general better relations with them. If you work in a sales related environment, your sales figures will be higher and you will have more satisfied customers, who are also very happy to come back and see you again.
When you are happy at work your creativity is greater, because your mind is not preoccupied creating happier thoughts for the time after work. There also seems to be correlation between feeling good and having creative and original ideas.
When you are happy at work you are more energetic and consequently more efficient; being unhappy drains energy.
When you are happy at work you are more positive and optimistic. This increases your productivity and success rate, because you are not weighed down with negative “what if it does not work” scenarios. This goes hand in hand with “if you think you can't you are right; if you think you can you are also right.”
When you are happy at work you don’t complain about problems, you solve them. You don’t agonize over them, or wreck your brain over who had made a mistake and who then should solve the problem; you go ahead and do it.
When you are happy at work you don’t need somebody to motivate you, you are self motivated.
When people are happy at work, absenteeism decreases. Happy workers are less prone to falling ill, they are less stressed and therefore less prone to heart attacks, ulcers and cancer.
When people are happy at work they learn faster and better; their mind is more open to new inputs.
When people are happy at work they don’t worry so much about making mistakes. Therefore their mind is not so focused on making mistakes. If they make mistakes, they don’t worry. They are also not worried about admitting their mistakes. They have learned what went wrong and why, and move on.
When people are happy at work they make better decisions, they can prioritize their work and can also delegate better.
If you cannot be happy in your work, move on if possible. Don’t postpone and hope that something will happen that makes you feel good at your workplace, because in all likelihood it is not going to happen. The longer you stay, the less energetic and the more drained you become. But give yourself sufficient time to actively find something that fulfils what you want. Identify exactly what you want to get out of your new job - and don’t focus on what you don’t want to get. Don’t focus on what you want to avoid, but focus on what you want to gain. Not only your verbal communication but also your thoughts should be focused on going toward a positive outcome, rather than avoiding a negative one.
Your new job should make you happy, everything else - title, status, even money - are much less important. Determine what you want, and not what your partner or your friends think you should be doing.
You see, happiness is one of the strongest if not the strongest force in a workplace or in any kind of business. Happiness can make all the difference to have a successful business or a business that’s permanently on the brink of going under. If you are a manager or a business owner one of your main objectives should be to make and to keep your employees happy. They are in the front line; they deal and communicate with your customers. If your people are happy, they will project happiness and make your customers feel good, and they will have the attitude that it takes to provide excellent service to them. I am sure that we all have come across sales staff in a department store that did not project happiness but grumpiness; and who transferred their unhappiness and dissatisfaction to us. They made our shopping experience an unpleasant one, and perhaps made some of us decide to no longer support this particular store.
In my research I came across a quite interesting study suggesting that once income is high enough to meet basic needs, higher income can be detrimental to happiness. This is mainly applicable to higher income earners who are mainly motivated by the nature of their work. It is not so with low income earners, or high income earners of higher extrinsic orientation. To both money matters, money is of great value; hence more money will make them happy. But there are individuals of high intrinsic orientation who want to avoid the perception that money is the most important marker for having chosen a career based on income potential. They need to feel that they are not working for money, but had the freedom to choose their career based on its intrinsic rewards.
The importance of work and place of work increases when considering that not only do people spend a substantial amount of time working, but their colleagues are more than likely an important part of their social network. If this is the case then it is highly probable to develop a group identity that encompasses both the work as well as the private sphere. This is something business leaders should be mindful of and they should encourage social activities after work; bearing in mind that the operative word is encourage and not enforce, as it is often the case with idiotic team building exercising.
In my mind the most important aspects of good management - staff relations are:
Communication; well and often, giving support; listening to people without judging them, encourage discussions; let people express their feelings.
If you expect respect be respectful; be mindful of cultural sensitivities.
Provide outside work activities and include the families.
Positivity has to be at the core of your company’s mission statement.
Sometimes in the “real world” it just could happen that you need to separate work as a source of income from work that you deem to be meaningful. For example, you may not enjoy your working life, but for whatever kind of reasons you cannot change it. I have come across this kind of situation on a number of occasions.
My advice in this case was always to give your source of income your best shot. Congratulate yourself that you persist in giving your best, recognize your effort, pat your shoulders and smile. But you also want to find something - let’s call it an activity as opposed to work - that gives meaning and value to your life. This does not need to involve your family and friends - it can, but not necessarily so; it can be something that is for you only. It should be primarily for your enjoyment.
This is selfish, isn't it? Maybe it is, but I call it positive selfishness. If this activity directly benefits others as well, that’s okay too. Indirectly others - such as your family - will benefit anyway, because most certainly your mood and your behavior will change to the better. You will be happier!
The 2007 Chiumento, UK, Research Report “Happiness at Work Index” shows the following Top 10 factors in order of their importance that make people happy and unhappy respectively.

Social activity and happiness
Think about it: remember the occasions when you felt happy much of the time. I would not be surprised if you found that most of these occasions were social activities in the widest possible sense. This could be together with your spouse or partner, or your family, or with your circle of friends, your sports club, being involved in community projects, or your professional or business network; anything really when you were not alone. It does not mean that you cannot be happy on your own. Neither does it mean that social activities cannot bring unhappiness as well. But the likelihood of increasing your happiness potential within a social network is far greater than without. Joking around and talking nonsense with friends over a glass of wine can put a smile on your face even when remembering the occasion and thinking about it weeks and months later. Any friendly and pleasant interaction with colleagues and neighbours, in clubs or other social gatherings can and probably will contribute to your happiness.
After all we are social animals; we belong to groups, we are by nature not designed to be lonesome. We need attachment, we need warmth, we need affection, and we need interaction; we can have all this only by being socially active.
Some time ago I saw some TV programmes which made the viewers aware of how badly neglected children in Romanian orphanages were and how they suffered. Their inhumane treatment was not wilful, but mainly because there were not enough carers to provide the children with the affection and the social interaction humans need to grow up and to become fully functioning members of society. We also know that human adults in isolated conditions - as prisoners, or otherwise excluded from social contacts - suffer mental trauma that can lead to psychoses.
If isolation can lead not only to unhappiness but even to mental illness, it is safe to assume that an abundance of social contacts and interaction can lead to high levels of happiness and may keep people mentally healthy. Many studies show that happy people have indeed very high levels of social activities. Typically they have a good family life, a great circle of friends; for them even work can be another vehicle for socializing. They are also actively involved in clubs and other organizations, in community projects and any opportunity where they can be among people.
In short, happy people are engaged and interested in other people; they are people’s people.
This is also the reason why they can make friends easily, and they value friendship greatly. A happy person is a good friend to have. They are generally good to talk with, great listeners, generous and helpful. The effect is bi-directional: just being inclined that way makes them happy too. And the deeper and warmer the friendships are, the happier they become.
The Gallup Healthways Survey of 2008 surveying over 140’000 individuals found that on an average day 54% of Americans who spend six to seven hours a day with family or friends experience a high degree of happiness without much stress or worry. Understandably weekends, holidays and social time combined take top rank on the happiness index. Those Americans who report to be alone most of the day, with zero social time, rank lowest on the index, with 32% of them experiencing happiness and joy, and almost as many (27%) experiencing stress or worry. Other surveys show that people who have strong friendships, or have a strong bond with their life’s partner, or both, can cope much better with life’s stresses, like illness, bereavement, job loss etc.
We humans have an innate need to belong; we all are social animals. Marriage, family and friends can fulfil this need. Social bonding among older adults helps to keep them engaged with life; better still if dancing, rambling, sports or any other physical involvement is part of the social activity. The benefits for your physical health and mental and emotional wellbeing are well worth the effort.
In the chapter on work and productivity I suggest to find involvement in meaningful activities that make you happy outside work, if your place of work cannot make you happy. It would be wonderful if one could combine this activity with some form of social involvement.
Involvement, rather than being an observer, is one of the key elements in the pursuit of happiness. The happiness potential increases if you become actively involved in social life, which is another key element in the pursuit of happiness. In the widest sense one can view family life also as part of social life. But for our deliberations here let us separate the one from the other. I have come across people who have no family, or are estranged from their family, who are perfectly happy and do not seek family ties again. However, they are fully engaged and enjoy their participation in other parts of social life.
Typically happy people are very successful at social relations. They are outgoing, friendly and interested in other people. Usually they are good communicators and great listeners. They possess all the social skills to impress other people. This plays also a big role in happy people being more successful in business, and it most certainly plays a role in happy people being less likely to lose their jobs; and should it happen, happy personalities are more likely to find employment easier than unhappy people.
For a single person an active social life is also the best opportunity to find a romantic love partner. This, of course, is the best source for the most intense feeling of happiness. Some psychologists suggest that greatest happiness is found when a romantic love interest ends in marriage. This may be so in some or even many cases, but by and large I disagree. In our modern world more unmarried couples and their children stay together , and they can be as committed to their relationship as married couples. Recent surveys show that in our western industrialised countries almost two out of three marriages end in divorce, and the average length of a marriage is about seven years. There are no statistics available how this compares with unmarried - cohabiting - couples, but I doubt that there can be a great difference. What really matters is the quality of a relationship, whatever form of relationship, whether married or unmarried, heterosexual or homosexual, with or without children.
Research in general shows that most people rank a loving and meaningful relationship very high on their reasons for being happy. All studies show that people in a very loving and meaningful relationship are the happiest; they are followed by those in an average-quality relationship; unsurprisingly those in poor relationships rank last. I argue that it is here where unhappiness begins, rather than just being ranked lowly on our scale of happiness.
Sex and happiness
When researching the subject I found that most studies came from the USA. But the few European studies I saw as well as my own practice experience allow me to assume that the USA results would not differ greatly from results in other industrialized countries.
Most of us human beings are interested in sex. Measured against nineteen activities, one thousand employed women rated sex retrospectively as the activity that produces the single largest amount of happiness. Unsurprisingly at the other end of the scale is commuting to and from work that produces the lowest level of happiness.
According to the General Social Survey (GSS), the origin of most of my data on this subject, 84% of American females and 70% of males under the age of 40 have only one sexual partner.
3% of females and 10% of males in this group have four or more sexual partners.
In the 40+ years old group 96% of women and 89% of men say that they have only one sexual partner.
40% of women and 20% of men in this group had no sexual intercourse during the year preceding the survey.
3% of men and 2% of women have homosexual contacts; and 0.5% of both sexes regard themselves as bisexual.
In the group of under 40 years old about 10% report to engage in sexual activity at least four times a week.
The same percentage reports to be celibate. The median individual - both male and female - has sexual intercourse once a week.
In the 40+ age group the median amount of sex is once a month for women, and for men two to three times. The difference in those figures may be due to males’ exaggerated memories, or that they visit prostitutes, or that they have extramarital affairs. 13% of women and 20% of men in this age group say that they have intercourse twice or more times a week.
Very few men (4 in 7000) and even fewer women (4 in 9000) report that they had over 100 and over 20 respectively different sexual partners in the year preceding this survey. Could it be that this enormous difference is due to overestimation by men and female underestimation? We don’t know.
The GSS also quite clearly shows that the more sex individuals have the happier they are. There is some evidence that men enjoy sex slightly more than women.
How many different sexual partners maximize happiness? Surprise, surprise, it’s only one!
People who pay for sex are considerably less happy than those who don’t. Those who report sexual intercourse outside their marriage score also much lower on the happiness scale.
Separated men, but not separated women, report higher number of sexual partners than others.
Divorced men have more sexual partners than single or married men.
Divorced women have fewer sexual partners than single or married women.
This GSS confirms the sex and happiness correlation, whereby sex in marriage is the greatest happiness provider.
Romantic love and happiness
If social activities and even more so close friendships can create happiness, how much more of a happiness creator is a meaningful and loving relationship? Indeed, most happy people named it to be their source of greatest happiness. Arguably it is the Number One happiness generator. It is said that without love nothing else makes much sense; material richness, professional success, social advancement, achieving whatever goals we have set, nothing gives us the same emotional high as falling in love. However, romantic love is also an emotional roller coaster that can lift us to the highest emotional level and can drop us into deep unhappiness and despair within a very short time.
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