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Introduction



Shortly after I began writing this book I was having dinner with my friend James, who asked me what had inspired this project. I told him that I was writing this book to myself—the young adult version of myself—to share the information I wish I had known in my late teens and early twenties. My transition to adulthood, I confessed, had been marked by anxiety, loneliness, and yearning. James was quick to empathize. His early adult years had been emotionally turbulent too. We’d both wrestled with heavy feelings of unhappiness, surrounded by friends who seemingly didn’t. It wasn’t until I’d hit my midtwenties that I started to gain some insight into the nature of these experiences and feelings—and then only because I’d set out on a career in psychology. Through my studies I eventually learned that these struggles and emotions are common in young adulthood—I hadn’t been alone. And there were strategies available that could break open hope, optimism, and meaning in my life. I just hadn’t had access to them. Neither had James.


Allow me to set the stage. I come from a large Italian family. Well, that’s redundant. I come from an Italian family. I am one of seventy-five cousins just on my dad’s side. With so many relatives, we gather just about every week to celebrate someone’s birthday, graduation, or wedding. I have seen most of that extended family regularly throughout my life. We have a lot in common in the way of culture and traditions. But beyond our Mediterranean facial features and love for spedini and cannoli, there is a large variability in personalities and emotional states—something I noticed even as a little kid. Some of my relatives are as kind, funny, and friendly as can be, like my Grandma Rosie, whose name matches her cheery disposition. She couldn’t make it to the mailbox without greeting everyone she saw on the street with a smile and a wish for a beautiful day. Others (who shall remain nameless out of fear of Mafia retaliation) are as sad, downhearted, and bitter as you can imagine, including a few who spent their entire lives clinging to decades-old grudges, ultimately estranging themselves from the family altogether. “Oh, woe is me” was their constant refrain.


Though I had a mostly happy childhood, I seemed to fluctuate between the cheery dispositions of some family members and the melancholy of others. As I made my way into my late teens and early twenties, I found the ratio shifting, my emotions becoming dominated by despair. If I had an exam coming up, I would worry nonstop. If someone angered me, I could not let it go. If I didn’t have plans on a Friday night, I would wallow in self-pity. When I considered how emotions like mine affected some of my family members—the “Woe is me” types—I became resolved to halt the sweeping negativity that was invading my thinking and decision making. I didn’t want to live my entire life like that. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, could be done, but I at least had to find out if there was something that might turn things around.


From my undergraduate psychology coursework, I understood that emotion and behavior are partly determined by genetics. Considering how glum some of my relatives were, I recognized that some of my unhappiness may have been built into my DNA. However, my courses also taught me that genes do not determine our destiny. Our intentional behaviors and daily habits—the parts of our life that we choose and control—can interact with those genes to suppress or enhance their natural expression. This gave me hope. Perhaps I could find a way to quiet my gloomy thoughts and increase my happiness, even with the limitations I inherited genetically. This became my Holy Grail during my twenties.


My personal quest aligned perfectly with my professional aspirations. I was fortunate enough to be enrolled in a doctoral program in psychology at the time, which provided access to a wealth of science and the scholars in the field who could guide my inquiry. I started work toward my PhD when positive psychology, a field dedicated to the understanding and enhancement of positive emotions, was still new. In addition to satisfying the requirements for my degree, I used graduate school as a veritable sandbox. I dug my hands into as much research as I could find on the nature of human emotion and what scientists had discovered about ways to maximize positivity and psychological health in young adulthood. I gathered information with my younger self in mind, always asking questions, always pushing to identify those points of choice—where our intentions can override our genetics or circumstances.


My research provided a framework both for my own personal exploration and for the courses I began teaching shortly thereafter at Washington University in St. Louis. To answer my friend James’s question, that research is ultimately what motivates this book.
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In 2008 I began teaching a course called The Psychology of Young Adulthood, which has enrolled between one hundred and two hundred incoming freshmen each fall ever since. As part of the course, the students complete weekly surveys in which they report what it was like to be a college freshman that week. They answer questions about their overall happiness and stress levels and tell me about the best and worst things that happen. They report how much time they spend in the library, how often they exercise, how often they get sick, and whether they feel socially connected. About eighty questions altogether gauge every aspect of how they are thinking, feeling, and behaving during each week of their transition to adulthood.


The sheer volume of data I have collected over the years has allowed me to see which variables are most closely related. Not surprisingly, more studying means better grades, and better sleep means more happiness. But not all the findings have been so intuitive. The first year I taught this class I gave special attention to how much time students spent on social media. Facebook had been on the scene for only a few years at that point, and I wanted to see how it was impacting their lives. By 2008 nearly all of the students had an account, and they were using it to organize social events, share funny videos, and peer into the lives of all the “friends” they had amassed, even those they had never actually met. One of my students called it a “miracle website” for letting him stay connected with friends from high school who had scattered all across the United States for college. The amount of time they spent maintaining their social media presence must offer a payout, I thought. With this much social connection at their fingertips, and given how much time many of them were spending on it, I assumed Mark Zuckerberg had blessed young adults everywhere with the gift of happiness.


That was, until I looked at their data.


The more time students reported spending on Facebook, the worse off they were in nearly every other aspect of their lives. Their efforts crafting perfectly manicured lives for the world to see were not only unproductive, they were actually counterproductive for their happiness. More time on social media was associated with lower self-esteem, less optimism about the week ahead, less sleep, more homesickness, and less motivation. The single strongest correlate was the most ironic of all: less connectedness to others. That’s right, the more time they spent on the “miracle website” allowing them to read daily updates and live vicariously through pictures of friends and family around the world, the less socially connected they felt to actual people.


Instagram only made the problem worse. The Washington Post recently published the story of a teenager who carefully monitors not only which pictures she posts for her hundreds of followers to admire, but also how many likes each photo gets.1 Those photos without at least a hundred likes she deletes altogether. She has even established a system of earning likes from others by making comments on their pictures. That’s assuming they stay on her good side. As the ultimate form of revenge, she might un-like another’s photo to show her disdain. What started as a means of connection has evolved into a machine for competition. Social media has become a social charade.


So if accumulating likes isn’t the answer to finding sustainable happiness, where else is a young adult to turn? Reading the weekly survey responses from my Psychology of Young Adulthood course over the years has taught me a lot about the ups and downs young adults encounter as they navigate relationships, establish their independence and sense of self, and attempt to craft lives of meaning and purpose. I used what I learned from those weekly surveys to inform the topics I selected for my Positive Psychology course, which I began teaching a few years later. Since social media wasn’t the solution, I wanted to offer students an opportunity to see what science had discovered about the strategies and behaviors that actually could bring about the happiness they were seeking.


I initially designed the Positive Psychology course to be a fifteen-person seminar. The student response has since been overwhelming. It has become the largest course in the Psychology Department each semester it is offered. The largest classroom I can use on campus allows seating for three hundred, which still doesn’t meet the demand. A few years ago, an administrator from the IT department e-mailed me about an observation he’d made while perusing waiting-list numbers for courses throughout the university:






Tim,





I was looking at waitlist counts and saw yours. Positive Psychology is the #1 waitlist class by a pretty hefty margin. The irony is pretty funny (at least from a distance).




Jason








He attached a screenshot of my course’s listing showing a waiting list in the triple digits. Similar trends occur with college classes on happiness nationwide. At UC Berkeley the waiting list for the course often grows to twice the number of seats available. At Harvard the course had to be relocated from a standard classroom to a campus theater to accommodate the eight hundred students looking to understand the psychology of well-being. And of those who enroll (at least at my own institution), few are looking just to fulfill degree requirements. Engineering, art history, architecture, finance, and English literature majors are just as common as students studying psychology. The demand for a class on happiness, though “ironic” from the perspective of Jason, my IT administrator, reflects what research on college students around the world, including findings from the National Alliance on Mental Illness, points to: young adults are yearning for well-being, and they want evidence-based solutions that they can realistically incorporate into their lives. The thousands of students who have passed through my lecture hall over the last decade have been interested in the same thing I spent my twenties grappling with: the pursuit of happiness.


What you will read in the pages that follow is what I wish I had known in my early adult years—and what I am very glad I have been able to incorporate into my life since then. I have been honored to share the science of positive psychology with young adults I have taught and advised over the years. This book shows how they have translated this information into practical strategies in their own lives. I hope it can help you do the same.
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The Holy Grail of Young Adulthood


The student center was packed. It was a Tuesday night in the middle of the semester. Were free puppies being given away? Had political activists occupied the commons? No—a speaker was scheduled to talk about “Living a Life of Joy.” It was part of a week of programming sponsored by the junior class to promote health and well-being for students in the throes of midterms. Not a slice of free pizza to be seen anywhere, and yet tons of students had turned out.


The event organizers invited me to say a few words about my own research on happiness to kick off the lecture. After delivering my remarks, I took a seat in the front row, eager to hear what the headliner would have to say. Within just a few minutes, I was floored. But probably not for the reasons the speaker had intended. She began her presentation with a series of lofty promises: The power to create personal happiness was ours alone. Unending joy was in our reach. It would be possible for us never to have a bad day. Ever again. For the rest of our lives. With each statement my eyes widened almost as much as my disbelief. I was waiting for her to start waving a wand of holly and phoenix feather.


It’s evident why her presentation attracted such a crowd. College students want to be happy. Happiness, it seems, is their Holy Grail. This quest has apparently replaced the medieval quests for wealth and everlasting life. Nowadays, many in their late teens and early twenties just want to feel better. Some turn to speakers like the one who visited my campus and promised the secret solution to permanent happiness. But not even the most powerful wizard can cast that spell.


THE BEST FOUR YEARS?


Within the first decade of the twenty-first century, enrollment at American colleges and universities increased a whopping 24 percent, from 16.6 million in 2002 to 20.6 million in 2012.1 Why are young adults flocking to the experience? Sure, college opens doors to opportunities that might otherwise not be available—students take courses that will enlighten their minds, develop strong work ethics, and prepare them for careers. But that’s not all that young adults are after. There’s actually something that young adults want even more during these formative years—and that something else turns out to be happiness. Several years ago, a team of scientists asked nearly ten thousand students in forty-seven countries around the world what they valued most in life. Happiness received the top score, beating out love, money, health, and getting into heaven.2


And college, they are told, is the place to find it. Somewhere in the ivory tower is the key. As comedian David Wood once said, “College is the best four years of your life. When else are your parents going to spend several thousand dollars a year just for you to go to a strange town and get drunk every night?”


The message of college as “the best four years” has been propagated ad nauseam by American culture, including television, college survival books, and of course Hollywood. By some estimates, over the last century there have been nearly seven hundred professionally produced movies depicting some aspect of college life.3 Of course, those movies aren’t in the business of telling the whole truth. As sociologist John Conklin, a professor at Tufts University, notes in his book Campus Life in the Movies: A Critical Survey from the Silent Era to the Present, “Because the Hollywood dream factory exists to make money, and profits depend on entertaining the public, it isn’t surprising that movies about college life dwell on the fun students have rather than the coursework they do.”4 Viewers of movies like Animal House, Van Wilder, Old School, and Neighbors (the list goes on and on) spend a lot more time following the main characters toss Frisbees in the quad, set up kegs for fraternity parties, and entertain romantic interests than watching them study, write papers, or take other steps toward fulfilling their degree requirements—never mind struggle with their mental health. These movies, according to Conklin, have seeped into the culture and dramatically affected the expectations young people develop about the college years and their transition to young adulthood.


The reality, however, can be hard to adjust to—especially as young adults enter college on a quest for the Holy Grail of happiness. What happens when “the best four years” are actually harder than they seem in the movies?


In much the same way that college enrollments have dramatically increased over the last few decades, so too has the proportion of students suffering from mental illness. Some have declared that we are in the midst of a college student mental health crisis. From all directions data are emerging, depicting a sobering scene:




• One in three young adults has experienced prolonged periods of depression.


• One in two rate their mental health below average or poor.5


• College students were five times as likely to score above the cutoffs for psychopathology in the early 2000s than they were in the middle part of the twentieth century.6


• From 2007 to 2015 the suicide rate for teenagers increased 31 percent for boys and more than doubled for girls.7




The psychological distress plaguing ever-increasing numbers of young adults each year is undermining progress toward their goals. A recent survey from the National Alliance on Mental Illness reported that, among students who withdraw from college, nearly two-thirds say they dropped out due to their mental health.


Professionals within higher education are responding. Many institutions have increased the number of mental health counselors available in the student health center and made the accommodations at disability resource centers more robust. Still, the same survey from the National Alliance on Mental Illness found that only half of students with a mental health diagnosis disclose their condition to their college.8


Whether or not they are reporting it—and whether or not they themselves are experiencing it—young adults today are feeling distress at levels never seen before. As it turns out, “the best four years” can involve navigating a lot more than cultural rites of passage like keg parties, first loves, and the freshman fifteen. But young adults are also reaching out. Whether it’s attending a lecture on “Living a Life of Joy,” buying books, reading articles, or signing up in droves for a nonrequired class on happiness, young adults are interested in understanding psychological health, be it for themselves or out of concern for friends, classmates, or roommates. This could explain the popularity of a psychology major at most colleges and universities today, as well as the explosion of the self-help movement. It could also explain why a trend within psychology has generated interest and enthusiasm unlike any of its other subdisciplines: positive psychology.


THE RISE OF POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY


Over the last two decades, researchers in the field of positive psychology have embarked on a quest to understand and develop strategies for getting happier. This development in psychology came in response to the overwhelming attention the field had previously paid to providing therapy for people in distress. All of that research was important—studies investigating depression, anxiety, and fear allowed educators and clinicians to offer effective solutions to the many afflicted. However, the president of the American Psychological Association declared a call to action in the late 1990s: In addition to addressing pathology, we should also understand positivity. It wasn’t enough just to fix what went wrong with a person; it was just as important to use the field’s understanding of human emotion to bring people to a truly flourishing life.


By the early 2000s, positive psychology had received prominent coverage in widespread media outlets including Time, the Washington Post, the Sunday Times Magazine, PBS, and the BBC. Hundreds of scientific articles have since been published, advancing our understanding of the nature of happiness and how it can be increased.


Scientists weren’t the only ones sharing what they knew. An even larger number of self-help gurus, journalists, and motivational speakers appeared on the scene to educate the masses. A search for happiness books on Amazon yields hundreds of returns. This overabundance of ideas on the topic makes it difficult to know which sources can be trusted and are actually useful to young adults specifically. The advantage of looking to positive psychology is that its large body of research has been conducted primarily on young adults themselves. Its ideas are based not on magic or intuition, but on systematic observations and empirically supported conclusions that have withstood rigorous scientific testing. Positive psychology offers sound evidence that can be applied toward increasing well-being today and many years into the future.


SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT


Before we jump into the how of getting happier, it’s important to first understand a few things about the nature of happiness and its pursuit. After all, as the science of happiness has grown, so too have misconceptions about it and criticisms of it. A few years ago, the Wall Street Journal published an article asking, “Is Happiness Overrated?”9 A year later USA Today published an apparent response, “Final Word: Happiness Is Overrated. You Can Bank on It.”10 Books on the topic are just as snide. Consider Jeanette Winterson’s memoir, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?11 Or Barbara Ehrenreich’s book, Bright-Sided: How the Relentless Promotion of Positive Thinking Has Undermined America.12 Apparently you can’t be both happy and normal.


These books and articles are rooted in the same misconceptions that led the guest speaker on campus to tell us it was possible to never have a bad day again. They treat happiness as if it were a sacred chalice being sought by the knights of King Arthur, a remedy for all our ills and maladies. Though well intentioned, these commenters are not taking into account two important premises at the foundation of positive psychology. Let’s address each of them now, to separate the science from the supernatural.


Premise #1: Positive Psychology Is Not about Being Happy All the Time


Many people believe that the goal of positive psychology is pure, uninterrupted, everlasting happiness. Even an article recently published by the National Post equated positive psychology with “the notion that a perpetually upbeat outlook is entirely possible once we rid our ‘thought patterns’ of all things negative and ugly.”13 In reality, no credible source in the field will tell you that. Scientists have studied thousands of people from all walks of life, and we have yet to find anyone who is happy all the time. It is not something we expect to find, either.


Research from the lab of Dr. Randy Larsen, one of the field’s leading experts, confirms that negativity is part of life. He has collected data on thousands of college students along the full range of psychological health: those in the depths of despair all the way up to those at the pinnacle of joy. The average psychologically healthy young adult experiences positivity about 70 percent of the time. If you think back to your last ten days, and three of them were neutral or unpleasant, you’re actually doing pretty well. Even the happiest students, he finds, aren’t happy all the time. They are happy only about 90 percent of the time. So even if you are at the top of the happiness pack, at least one day of the last ten probably left you feeling down.


Aspiring to a life free of any hardship is not only unrealistic, it could also backfire, as one of my students learned:




“I’ve personally struggled with depression most of my life, but during my sophomore year in college, I hit rock bottom. For years I had busied myself taking hard courses, competing in piano, and overcommitting in clubs and in my social life to avoid how I felt. I didn’t realize that running away from my painful emotions would only make them come back that much stronger.”





This student’s experience is explained by a phenomenon psychologists call the rebound effect. As an illustration, think about your favorite animal. Develop a vivid representation in your mind of the animal’s shape, size, and color. What kind of food does it eat? Where does it live? I forgot to mention one rule: the animal cannot be a polar bear. It can be anything except one of those cute white polar bears with soft fur and black round eyes, perched atop an iceberg waiting to dive into the water. Don’t think about that polar bear.


Whether you were thinking of a polar bear when you began reading the last paragraph or not, you are thinking about one now. The act of trying not to think about something causes the thought to “rebound,” making us think about it even more than we otherwise would have. The same happens with our emotions. When we have a bad day, the act of trying not to feel bad can make us feel even worse. Instead, a healthier approach is to implement strategies that manage our angst productively. As we will see later in chapter 9, putting our emotions into language by talking things over with a friend or writing them out allows us to gain new insight into our experiences and speed our recovery.


We have evolved a complex set of human emotions for a reason. Positive and negative emotions both serve important functions. Feeling afraid or anxious alerts us to parts of our environment or life that we may need to modify—they can act as an internal alarm system. Think about the last time you had a cough. It was most likely unpleasant, but it was probably improving your overall physical health: the act of coughing is a natural mechanism that helps to break apart noxious matter and send it on its way so that it won’t cause further harm. Psychologically, negative emotions operate in a similar way. They can prompt us to reflect on those aspects of life that may be driving our anxiety or despair, and lead us to make changes.


Of course, negative emotions can sometimes become so severe in frequency and intensity that they render people unable to carry out their normal daily tasks. Certainly in those cases—when negative emotions become disordered—it is important to treat them with clinical interventions. But a case of the blues, a moment of anxiety, or a flash of anger may actually be providing useful information, a signal that something needs to change. One of the most common myths about positive psychology—be it found in books, news articles, or keynote speeches delivered to packed auditoriums of college students—is that the field has found a secret way to be happy all the time. That’s simply not true. Bad days are part of being human. Rather, it’s about minimizing the negative impact of bad days, and capitalizing on the positive impact of good days.


When people hear about this first premise—that it’s not about being happy all the time—they are usually relieved. If you’ve had a bad day, it is because you are human. But when people hear about the second premise, they are often puzzled—at least initially.


Premise #2: Positive Psychology Is Not Even about Being Happy


When I ask my students what motivated them to enroll in my Positive Psychology course, one of the most common responses I hear is that they want to be happy. They want to know what major they need to pursue, what kind of romantic partner they need to find, and how much money they need to make one day to be happy. Unfortunately, I have to be the bearer of bad news. The course is not designed to make them happy.


Instead, it’s about becoming happier.


To some that difference seems insignificant. Being happy and being happier seem like the same thing, they say. To me there is a world of difference. “Being happy” implies a destination on the horizon instead of a process we can always be working toward. Think of striving to be a good athlete. At what point do you become “good”? When you do, will you no longer work to improve your skills? Katie Ledecky won four gold medals at the 2016 Summer Olympics. But instead of hanging her swim cap on being a “good” swimmer, she is constantly striving to be better, breaking even her own world records. I first learned how this way of thinking affects the pursuit of happiness from psychologist Tal Ben-Shahar, who articulates this mindset in his aptly named book Happier:




“‘Am I happy?’ is a closed question that suggests a binary approach to the pursuit of the good life: we are either happy or we are not.… We can always be happier; no person experiences perfect bliss at all times and has nothing more to which he can aspire. Therefore, rather than asking myself whether I am happy or not, a more helpful question is, ‘How can I become happier?’ This question acknowledges the nature of happiness and the fact that its pursuit is an ongoing process best represented by an infinite continuum, not by a finite point.”14





When my students ask me what they need to be happy, I tell them the first thing they need is a different way of asking the question. At any given point, circumstances or conditions may be beyond our control. By asking what we can do to become happier, we place our attention on those aspects of life that are in our control, which ultimately can move us forward on the happiness continuum.


Together these two premises—that positive psychology is not about being happy all the time, and that it’s not even about being “happy”—provide a necessary foundation. Once we stop trying to be “happy,” real strategies for strengthening our well-being become attainable.


Still, these premises don’t answer the Wall Street Journal’s question of whether the very concept is overrated. Why should we dedicate a field of inquiry to this topic in the first place? What are the actual benefits of being happy—or being happier—especially in young adulthood?


CARRYOVER EFFECTS IN THE LONG TERM


Ancient alchemists pined for the mythical philosopher’s stone partly because of its power to prolong life. They searched the world over trying to find it. But unbeknownst to the alchemists, insight into what actually can lengthen one’s life was in one place they probably never thought to look: a convent.


In what has become one of the most celebrated studies in the field of positive psychology, a group of scientists in the late 1990s gained insight into one of the secrets of a long life by studying a cohort of nuns. Most had entered the religious life in the early part of the twentieth century in their late teens or early twenties. The mother superior had requested that each novice write a brief statement about herself, her background, and her motivation for pursuing the religious life. The convent kept all the statements on file, providing ideal material for a longitudinal study (one that tracks the same group over a long period).


Originally the researchers used the statements to gain insight into Alzheimer’s disease. They analyzed each for grammatical complexity and idea density and found the sisters with the most sophisticated writing style were the least likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease.15 Another glance at those autobiographies, however, revealed differences in their emotional styles too.16 Some statements were upbeat and cheerful. Others were plain and dry. Consider the following examples:




Sister 1: “I was born on September 26, 1909, the eldest of seven children, five girls and two boys.… My candidate year was spent in the Motherhouse, teaching Chemistry and Second Year Latin at Notre Dame Institute. With God’s grace, I intend to do my best for our Order, for the spread of religion and for my personal sanctification.”







Sister 2: “God started my life off well by bestowing upon me a grace of inestimable value.… The past year which I have spent as a candidate studying at Notre Dame College has been a very happy one. Now I look forward with eager joy to receiving the Holy Habit of Our Lady and to a life of union with Love Divine.”





Although both of these women appear to be entering the convent with appropriate backgrounds, for good reasons, and with noble intentions, a stark difference separates their writing styles. The second sister didn’t just spend a year studying at Notre Dame College, she spent a year that was “a very happy one.” She’s not just planning to enter the convent, she’s looking forward to the experience “with eager joy.”


Had the mother superior attached a happiness scale to each nun’s autobiography, Sister 2 likely would have had a higher score than Sister 1. But this study took it a step further. Instead of looking simply at whether the nuns’ emotional writing style predicted happiness right then in that moment, the longitudinal nature of this study enabled the researchers to see whether the happiness of a twenty-two-year-old could predict later outcomes, including the ultimate outcome—longevity. Sure enough, those nuns with the most cheerful and optimistic writing lived the longest. When researchers split the writing samples into four groups ranging from the least happy to the most happy, the happiest nuns outlived the least happy by an average of nearly seven years. That is an impressive difference given that the only predictor was their apparent happiness more than a half century earlier.


THE POWER OF PERSPECTIVE


The major takeaway from the nun study is that our happiness in young adulthood has implications for the rest of our lives—including our health, our well-being, and even the amount of time we have on this planet. Part of the reason this study gets so much attention is the nuns themselves. If researchers had collected data from a random group of twentysomethings and found that the happiest people lived the longest, we could come up with plausible explanations beyond their cheery dispositions. Maybe the happiest young people lived more exciting lives. Maybe their careers were more fun. Maybe they had more money.


When we are studying nuns, however, we can rule out those alternative explanations. It’s not that nuns don’t have exciting lives or fun careers. What they do have is lives that are all very similar. Their living conditions are the same. Their daily activities are the same. Their incomes are the same. Any differences that we observe in an outcome like longevity can’t be caused by differences in life circumstances. Instead they’re caused by how the nuns interpreted their daily activities, and by which aspects of their lives they gave the most attention.


As we’ll see in chapter 2, our overall well-being is a result not just of our objective circumstances—how much money we have, what kind of car we drive, or how many likes our Instagram posts get—but also of those aspects of life that we choose to attend to. In most situations we can either brood over the negative or glean something more positive. Consider the hassles that go along with flying. You have to get to the airport on time, check your luggage, make sure the toiletries in your carry-on are in a bag of the appropriate size, wait in more lines at the gate, and cross your fingers that any crying babies or talkative passengers are seated as far away as possible. And that’s assuming everything goes according to plan.


A few years ago, one of my students illustrated how the power of perspective can make all the difference in whether flying is delightful or dreadful. When he was on his way home for winter break, his original direct flight to Philadelphia ended up being rerouted, causing a layover in Charlotte. When he arrived in Charlotte he learned that, due to an airline error, his seat had been assigned to someone else. The airline would have to reroute him again, with another layover in Chicago before he could get home to Philly.


Naturally the student was frustrated to hear that his plans had been interrupted and that his wait for a home-cooked meal had been prolonged. Anyone in his situation would have been. But he also acknowledged that getting worked up about it wasn’t going to get him home any sooner. So instead of allowing his emotions to spiral downward and using each layover to tweet at the airline in anger, he embraced the situation and made the most of it. He focused on positive things he would take away from the experience, like having had Chicago deep-dish pizza in O’Hare Airport, along with a cool war story he gets to tell years down the road. “Despite getting home six hours behind schedule, I enjoyed the journey,” he told me. He was able to reframe the experience and was happier for it. The next time you face the “horrors” of a flight delay or long wait on the runway, think of comedian Louis C.K., who put it so succinctly to late-night host Conan O’Brien: “Did you just fly through the air incredibly, like a bird? Did you partake in the miracle of human flight…? Everybody on every plane should just constantly be going, ‘Oh my God! Wow!’ You’re flying! You’re sitting in a chair, in the sky!… People say there’s delays on flights. Delays, really? New York to California in five hours. That used to take thirty years!” Travel delays are unavoidable, but putting it all into perspective can turn an inconvenience into a great story.


We cannot cherry-pick our daily circumstances, but we can choose how to weather them. As Maya Angelou once said, “You can tell a lot about a person by the way they handle three things: a rainy day, lost luggage, and tangled Christmas tree lights.” Though it’s easier said than done, having a positive mindset and a sense of humor in moments like these helps us take life’s daily hassles in stride and can prevent us from blowing things out of proportion. That may have been what led the happiest nuns to live the longest. It’s as if their happy demeanors allowed them to sip from the fountain of youth.


CARRYOVER EFFECTS IN THE SHORT TERM


The nun study showed us that finding happiness in day-to-day routines can carry over and affect the long run, including the length of our lives. Happiness can also benefit us in the short run.


Each week in my Psychology of Young Adulthood course, I ask the students to report the worst thing that happened to them that week. The comments cover everything from homesickness to breakups to a frozen yogurt shortage in the dining hall. Once the fifth week of school arrives, however, a darker shadow passes over the student body: midterms. Many students work themselves into a frenzy of all-nighters and nail-biting apprehension, furiously reviewing notes and forecasting the toll bad assessments could take on their grades and future careers. But this is not a good recipe for test performance. Such angst can be costly to mental clarity.


When facing the final minutes before an exam, a better strategy would be to stop studying altogether. Instead think of a pleasant memory or do something you enjoy. Right before each of his exams, one of my students puts down his class notes and picks up a table tennis paddle:




“I realized that the extra thirty minutes of studying before the exam may not be the best use of my time. Instead of building up extra stress before I need to take an exam, I learned that I performed better when I took those thirty minutes to relax and do something fun. Being able to put myself in a good mood is something that has helped me out quite a bit while in college. I can be more focused while writing essays, I socialize better with other people in instances where I need to, but most importantly, I am able to perform better on quizzes or exams.”





Table tennis sends him into the exam feeling relaxed instead of worried. His happier state likely accounts for his improved performance, according to research by Dr. Barbara Fredrickson, a scientist at the University of North Carolina. She finds that emotions like joy and contentment broaden our cognitive skills and enable our brains to build on their capacity to solve challenging problems.17 This notion forms the basis of her aptly named “broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions.” Fredrickson has shown that students who spend just sixty seconds calling to mind happy moments from their lives significantly improve their intellectual performance, creativity, and attention.


Dr. Fredrickson finds that the reverse is also true. Negative emotions restrict our ability to think clearly and rationally, causing performance to suffer. Getting worked up before a stressful cognitive task therefore is not only unpleasant, but also may be counterproductive. Instead find something fun to do. Think of something you are looking forward to this weekend. Listen to a playlist you love. Call or text a friend. Put down your notes and let your mind breathe. Play a quick game of table tennis. The positivity you get from any of those activities will ultimately sharpen your cognitive skills and strengthen your performance.


None of this advice is intended to condone procrastination. If you haven’t put work into preparing for the exam, there won’t be anything to broaden or build. But once you’ve put in adequate preparation, you’ll be much better served by spending the moments leading up to the exam activating positivity instead of anxiety.


REVERSING THE PATTERN: THE UNDOING HYPOTHESIS


Just as positive emotion can carry over to improve our performance on later tasks, it can also be used to quiet down negativity in response to something unpleasant. A few years ago the Washington Post ran an article identifying America’s greatest fears.18 Twenty-two percent of those polled were afraid of bugs and snakes. Twenty-four percent were afraid of heights. But the biggest phobia the article identified was public speaking. In some polls, fear of giving a talk in front of others is rated even higher than fear of death. As Jerry Seinfeld once pointed out, “This means to the average person, if you have to go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket than doing the eulogy.”


Still, like it or not, public speaking is a challenge that most young adults have to face at some point, be it for a class assignment, presentation at work, or wedding toast. So how best to tackle this challenge and the inevitable anxiety that accompanies it? Positivity. In one study college students were asked to prepare a three-minute speech they were told would be recorded and evaluated by their peers.19 That by itself was enough to make them uncomfortable. To ramp up anxiety levels even further, they were given only sixty seconds to formulate their thoughts. Immediately following this quick prep, they were shown a short video. For some the video was pleasant—a puppy playing in nature. For others it was sad—a family in distress.


All the while the students were attached to machines measuring cardiovascular reactivity like increases in heart rate and blood pressure, which are objective measures of stress. Not surprisingly, stress levels increased significantly as the participants prepared their speeches. But for those who watched the puppy, cardiovascular reactivity was less than for those who watched the more distressing clip. In other words, doing something positive alleviated some of the stress the students had built up preparing for and thinking about their impending speeches. Here we find another carryover effect of positive emotion: the ability to redirect attention from negativity. Dr. Fredrickson calls this the “undoing hypothesis,” arguing that positive emotions minimize the impact of negative events.20 “Positive emotions,” she says, “may loosen the hold that a negative emotion has gained on that person’s mind.”21


The next time you are feeling bummed out from a low score on an exam, an argument with your significant other, or a dessert you’ve attempted to make that looks nothing like it did on Pinterest, don’t let that misery linger. Find something to loosen its hold. You might make plans to go out with friends, watch your favorite TV show, or watch a funny YouTube video. It won’t completely take away the sting (remember, those negative emotions have a purpose), but it will at least redirect your attention. Use a similar technique when you are preparing for anxiety-provoking events. If you are studying for a major exam, practicing for a big presentation, or preparing for an important job interview, take positivity breaks. At least once an hour, get up, move around, and do something that you enjoy. When you return to your work, you’ll feel refreshed, your brain will be in a better position to build on the work you’ve already done, and the challenge awaiting you won’t seem so daunting.


After I covered this topic in my class one semester, one of my students told me how she began to make small changes to her routines:




“Being a premed, everything is about achievement for me. Better grades, more productive studying, and more positive outcomes. Just small tweaks in the way I study have definitely made an impact: I make sure to leave time for a leisurely walk through campus on my way to exams. Instead of spending the last ten minutes cramming every piece of information I can into my head, I have started to listen to Beyoncé’s ‘Formation’ on repeat.”





Whether it’s listening to your favorite song, taking the long way to class, or giving your attention to positive things happening around you, a small behavior can make the difference between a mediocre day and a happier day.


These carryover benefits also extend beyond our psychological health and into our physical health. Dr. Robert Cloninger, a noted physician who has studied the medical ramifications of well-being, recently spoke about this on St. Louis Public Radio. In response to a caller asking about the benefits of positivity and laughter on stress, he explained that humor increases the flexibility of our minds and enables us to gain new insight into our stressors. “If you’re sad, you have an inflammation of your brain, there’s stress that impairs memory, and there’s an effect on the immune system,” he said. “The whole body goes into a state of dysfunction when we don’t have a sense of the joy of life.”22 In some cases, therefore, laughter really is the best medicine. It heals body and mind at the same time.
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Both the nun study and the broaden-and-build framework help us understand the long-and short-term benefits of happiness in young adulthood. A positive mindset can shift our perspective and minimize the impact of negativity in our lives. It can also lead to a longer life.


The natural next question is a big one: Beyond shifting perspective, what can we actually do to increase our happiness? The answer is a multifaceted one (see chapters 1 through 10!) but begins with how we physically carry ourselves. The expressions we assume on our faces and the postures we hold with our bodies are, literally, positioning our sense of well-being.


WHAT’S IN A SMILE?


One of the most important decisions young adults make is whom to spend their time with, and potentially whom to spend their entire lives with. People meet in bars, at parties, and of course online. The decision to approach that cute guy or girl across the way, to message the profile picture on the OkCupid feed, or to swipe right on Tinder is a quick one based on limited information. Or so it seems. When it comes to someone’s smiling face, research shows there may be more than meets the eye.


A few years ago, scientists at the University of California got their hands on 1950s yearbooks from nearby Mills College, an all-women institution in the Bay Area. They flipped to the senior class pictures and began analyzing the smile of each student. The telltale sign of a genuine smile is crow’s-feet alongside the eyes. This creates a Duchenne smile, named for the nineteenth-century neurologist who discovered the role of one’s eyes in displaying authentic happiness. If the corners of a student’s mouth went up but her eye muscles were uninvolved, she was giving a courtesy smile, kind of like the expression I would give my grandmother when she gave me white tube socks for Christmas every year.


In their yearbook photos, about half of the Mills students exhibited Duchenne smiles. What was most interesting was the predictive power those smiles held. Shortly after the yearbook photos were taken in the 1950s, the women completed a series of personality inventories and were observed in a number of social settings such as interviews, group discussions, and mealtime conversations. Those with Duchenne smiles in their yearbook photos were also the most nurturing, caring, sociable, and cheerful. Remarkably, this effect held over the life span. At ages twenty-seven, forty-three, and fifty-two, they were still just as jovial and gregarious as they had been as young adults. What’s more, those with the happiest expressions in their yearbook photos at age twenty-one had a higher likelihood of being married by their late twenties. They also enjoyed higher-quality marriages when compared to their less emotionally expressive counterparts.23


As we’ve seen with other studies so far in this chapter, happiness is not confined merely to a given moment. Young nuns who were happier went on to live longer, young adults in good moods performed better on tests, and now we see that the quality of a college student’s smile predicted what kind of relationship partner she would be later in life.


TRICKING OUR BRAINS INTO HAPPINESS


An old adage tells us, “Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile is the source of your joy.” Although this saying is older than the field of positive psychology itself, it has been backed by recent scientific findings. Researchers at the University of Illinois found that when students were smiling, they rated Far Side cartoons as funnier than when they were frowning. The students, however, didn’t even know they were smiling or frowning. Half were told to hold a pen using only their lips, and the other half were told to hold it using only their teeth. Try it for yourself. You can’t hold a pen in your teeth without smiling, or in your lips without frowning.
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Usually we feel happy about something and then smile in response. This study shows that it’s possible to reverse that pattern. Students found the cartoons funnier in the pen-in-teeth condition not because they were feeling happier, but simply because they were exercising their smile muscles. You may have heard the phrase, “Cells that fire together wire together.” Because happiness activates the facial muscles that lead us to smile, the brain cells that govern both happiness and our smile muscles fire at the same time. Activating one will automatically activate the other. The simple act of smiling is enough to trigger the emotional experience of happiness.


Think about this as you go about your day. When you are walking across campus, standing in a long line at a store, or waiting for a meal at the dining hall, give a smile. It doesn’t have to be over the top—in fact, if it feels forced it can backfire (kind of like forcing yourself not to think of that polar bear). But just a small grin can turn a mundane moment into something pleasant. It can also have a cascading effect, stimulating pleasant memories and putting us on the lookout for other pleasant things in the environment. Remember, the happiest nuns lived longer not because their objective realities were any different from their counterparts in the convent. Rather, it had to do with what they chose to focus on, and the mindsets that created positivity in their lives. And when happiness was hard to find, one way they may have created it was by using their smiles to be the source of their joy.


EMOTION AS A FULL-BODY EXPERIENCE


The pen-in-teeth study demonstrates that our mood can be affected simply by the movement of our facial muscles. The same principle applies to the way we stand or sit. Our emotional states manifest in our entire bodies. Researchers at Columbia and Harvard tested this by positioning forty-two college students in either high-power poses, with feet apart and arms open wide, or low-power poses, with limbs closed and hands folded in their laps.24 To ensure they weren’t primed about the study’s true purpose, the students were not explicitly told they were in “high-power” or “low-power” poses. Instead they were given a cover story that this study was testing the accuracy of electrodes placed on their bodies in locations relative to their hearts. The researchers gave instructions like, “Keep your feet above heart level by putting them on the desk in front of you.”25 This ensured a high-power stance.


After just two minutes with their bodies in these positions, high-power posers reported feeling more “powerful” and “in charge.” Their expansive presences also increased the production of testosterone (a hormone associated with strength and dominance), and decreased the release of cortisol (the primary stress hormone). A simple adjustment of their bodies’ positions led to changes that were both psychological and biological.



GET YOUR HEAD (AND YOUR BODY) IN THE GAME


Our emotions and thoughts are full-body experiences. Mounds of evidence show how the movement and position of our bodies affect our well-being, a phenomenon psychologists call embodied cognition. One study found that young adults who flexed their muscles exerted more willpower and self-control, choosing healthy snacks like apples over unhealthy alternatives like chocolate26—when the body felt strong, the mind felt strong. Another study found that participants sitting upright in their chairs showed significantly greater persistence on challenging puzzles than those who slouched27—a confident stance led to confident performance.


Take note of your body. When you are about to go on an interview, take an exam, or ask someone out on a date, be mindful of how you are holding yourself. Standing tall, assuming an expansive stance, and donning a slight smile is literally positioning yourself for success. One of my students started doing this after a series of rocky job interviews her senior year: “I am already a pretty shy person, and during the interviews I would feel very intimidated and that I lacked authority in my answers,” she said. Her feeble demeanor became a thing of the past once she learned about power posing.




“Before my next interview I went into the bathroom and stood with my arms and legs wide and my chest out and chin up. I felt much more confident and relaxed during the interview itself. I felt that I had more energy in my discussions, that I could think better on my feet, and I just felt more sure about what I was saying. More than this, it was a long day of about five interviews. It could have been tiring, but before each interview I went into the bathroom to power pose and get myself psyched.”





If a smile can be the source of your joy, a power pose may be the source of your confidence. And for my student, it may also have been the source of a job offer.
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Alchemists spent centuries looking for the philosopher’s stone. They believed it would transform their lead into gold, rejuvenate their spirits, and extend their lives. Of course, no such thing exists, and attempts to find it will prove futile—much like the promises offered by the “Living a Life of Joy” speaker on my campus a few years ago. Still, in a metaphorical sense, young adults are pining for the same things the alchemists were after—a psychological wealth that allows for a long, happier life. Attaining that kind of wealth however does not require magic. Positivity can transform hassles into something manageable, inject a dose of vitality into stressful situations, and even lengthen our very lives. Tune into your behaviors and mindsets and suddenly those things are achievable.


Now that we have established the tenets of positive psychology and that the pursuit of happiness is indeed worthwhile, let’s take a tour through the behaviors and mindsets that promote authentic happiness in young adulthood. It’s time to sit tall and smile.
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