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Introduction



Happiness: as elusive as a working inkjet printer, and as slippery as an eel covered in baby oil. If you chase it, it runs away faster than a cat when you’re trying to give it a bath.


But we all carry on chasing happiness, as a life without joy is like a Jacuzzi with no water in – sure, it technically exists, but it’s zero fun. So we strive for pleasure and contentment, sometimes searching in all the wrong places.


Luckily for you, you’re holding a book full of the secrets to happiness. And not some spurious bollocks Law-of-Attraction-based self-help tome, either, where they tell you to just ‘think of what you want’ in order to get it (I’ve been thinking about marrying Mark Ruffalo for a long time now, and he still doesn’t know I exist).


No: this is as evidence-based a guide to happiness as you can get. My co-author David has painstakingly rooted out fifty recent studies from scientific journals, like a pig rooting out expensive truffles from the ground. (No, David, I’m not calling you a pig. Please don’t stop talking to me again, David. David, where are you going?!)


Each ‘truffle’, aka study, has its own chapter, looking at a different subject which has been linked to happiness. It starts with David’s lofty academic summary of a piece of research on the topic, full of sexy authority and gravitas, followed by a ‘Happiness Hint’ for applying the findings to your own life. (David’s single by the way, ladies, so hit him up and he might make you very happy.) After his bit, I come in with the fun part and tell you what I think of it.


The chapters are split into four sections, each with its own theme: ‘Family and relationships’, ‘Work, money and spending’, ‘Health and beauty’ and ‘Outlook on life’. All the research studies described have been published in fancy academic peer-reviewed journals, and we’ve included a reference at the end of each chapter so you can see where they came from.


This scientific guide is much more likely to help you than self-help books on happiness confected from woo and fairy dust, because it’s based on hard evidence, not fiction pulled from the woolly brain of some self-described guru. It contains a broad and interesting range of topics, and you can go and read the studies for yourself if you like (though they’re not as interesting as this book, I promise).


What I’ll tell you here, which the authors of snake-oil tomes never will, is that this isn’t an exhaustive list of all the things that might determine happiness. Scientists are conducting new studies all the time, and there are plenty of other things being looked at in the field of happiness research which we haven’t been able to capture in this book.


In addition, it’s worth bearing in mind that a single study rarely gives us a definitive answer to a research question. All studies have their strengths and limitations, depending on the methods used. Researchers, for example, often struggle to recruit a representative sample of the general population to take part in their studies, making it hard to tell how universally applicable their findings are.


Another challenge is being able to determine whether two things are merely correlated, or whether one can truly be said to cause the other. It’s much more common to find studies which only demonstrate correlations, simply because of the complexity and resources needed to undertake studies which can prove causality.


And as a result of the constraints faced by researchers and the different methods applied, two studies aiming to answer the same question can produce conflicting findings. We’ve tried to acknowledge some of the key limitations of the studies included in the book as we’ve gone along, and to be open about how confidently we can apply their findings in everyday life.


However, before you put this book down in disgust and pick up another, it’s a bloody good start on the road to happiness, busting a lot of myths you might have come across when trying to find joy in your own life. We reckon you’ll find each of the chapters insightful, but we don’t expect that every reader will be able to apply all of the findings from these studies in their own lives – or at least, not all at once. Some of the messages and tips might seem a little incompatible, but they aren’t intended as a rigid checklist of essential requirements to achieve happiness. You can pick the ones that seem most applicable and practical for you right now and keep the rest in your happiness toolkit for another day – or pass them on to someone else!


Each study has the year it was published* and the country**. You won’t care about the asterisks, but David wanted me to tell you about them, and I should as he’s already upset about the pig thing.


Lastly, there are celebrity contributions in this book from such luminaries as Derren Brown, Stewart Lee, Jeremy Vine, Rosie Holt, Femi Oluwole, Sanjeev Kohli, Arthur Smith, Count Binface, Bec Hill, Jon Holmes, Mhairi McFarlane and many more, explaining what makes them happy personally and giving you their best advice on happiness.


Now go and read the book and apply its principles to your life, so you can cheer up before it’s too late. Go on. Shoo! Or I’ll break your inkjet printer.








* Occasionally this differs from the reference at the end of the chapter, as academic journals sometimes publish studies online before they come out in print, just in case you’re thinking, ‘Uh?!’


** The place/s from which the study data was collected isn’t always the same as the country where the study was written, as researchers often collect or use data gathered by others from different countries. No idea why you’d care, but I’ve promised to tell you this, and also that ‘various’ means data from more than three countries was included, and ‘unspecified’ means this info wasn’t made explicit in the study report. There you go, isn’t your life so much better for knowing this?










Part 1: Family and relationships











Being around happy people
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Title: Is Happiness Infectious?


Year: 2017


Country: China


Using data from a national survey of people in rural China, this study attempted to establish whether happiness is infectious. The data was collected in 2002 by China’s National Bureau of Statistics from randomly selected households across twenty-two provinces.


The survey questionnaire covered a range of topics, including a section on subjective wellbeing. One member of each household was asked ‘How happy are you nowadays?’ with a range of five options from ‘very happy’ to ‘not at all happy’. The respondents were also asked about which people they tended to compare themselves with. Almost 70% said that they compared themselves with their neighbours and others in the village, giving the researchers confidence that the right place to look for any evidence of happiness spreading from person to person was within individual villages.


Complex analysis was required to search for signs in the data that an individual respondent’s happiness was dependent on the happiness of their village acquaintances. Demonstrating a correlation between the two wasn’t enough on its own, as this might simply have been due to having certain experiences or characteristics in common which affect happiness, such as village amenities or employment.


The researchers concluded that there was some evidence of a causal link between a person’s level of individual happiness and that of the people they compared themselves with. They also described how this effect is in apparent conflict with the established link between relative income and happiness. Those with higher incomes tend to be happier, but we tend to be less happy when the income of our peers is relatively higher than our own. If happiness is truly infectious, when one of our peers becomes happier due to achieving a greater income we should also become happier as their happiness spreads to us. But at the same time, we would lose some happiness because we would now also be relatively worse off financially. The researchers suggested that the overall balance of these effects may depend on the extent to which our ‘happiness comparator’ group and ‘income comparator’ group overlap.


The findings of this study are interesting, but we need to be cautious about using them to make generalisations. Most people living in rural areas of China have very low incomes and live in villages with an average size of 450 households. The houses are typically grouped together, with the village being the centre of social life for its inhabitants. Studies would need to be conducted in different locations to know whether the same results would be seen in other types of setting, such as a European city neighbourhood.







Happiness hint [image: illustration]


Hang around with happy people (preferably ones whose happiness isn’t entirely due to earning more money than you).





I don’t buy this idea that happiness is necessarily catching – it can often lead to jealousy and envy. I had two close female friends who went full-on Othello on me just because I got married and got a book deal. They wanted to be in the same situation, and found my personal and professional success impossible to handle.


Which is all a bit nuts, because I’m not exactly rivalling Michelle Obama in the success stakes.


I felt very sad for these friends, and also extremely frustrated and miserable, because the situation was out of my control (I mean, unless I told my husband and publisher to piss off, and what kind of maniac does that to appease their friends?!).


Friends are meant to be happy for each other – that’s the theory, anyway, though I reckon Morrissey was spot-on with his song ‘We Hate It When Our Friends Become Successful’ (yes, I’m aware he’s a mad buffoon now, but that doesn’t mean he can’t ever be right).


Eventually, we parted ways acrimoniously and don’t even exchange Christmas cards these days (me and my ex-friends, not me and Mozza). I reckon the only way I’m getting a card from them is if it’s filled with their own shit.


I occasionally miss our former closeness and girly chats, but am also relieved to be free of their toxicity and rancour. I never gave them anything but kindness, and no one should be made to feel bad for achieving things that don’t hurt other people.


The study would also suggest that being around depressing people is depressing! Whooda thunk?


I found this out early on. I was clinically depressed in my late teens and early twenties, and twice tried to take my own life (this is a cheery start to the book, isn’t it?).


Because of this, a friend dumped me as I brought her down (which made me even sadder, as she was literally the coolest person I’d ever met. She lived in a squat and smoked weed, how much cooler can you get?!).


Later on, I would avoid miserable people myself because I felt so low after speaking to them.


While it doesn’t seem fair that the unhappiness of unhappy people is exacerbated because everyone shuns them, it also stands to reason that no one wants to feel low. Life is tough enough with random circumstance biting you in the arse every so often, without having to deal with other people’s misery on top of it all.


To echo the study above, I’ve also noticed that angry people get even angrier when you earn more than them. It compounds their sense of life’s unfairness: not only are they unhappy but they’re not getting their fair share economically either. Which then makes you feel guilty and decide to avoid them, so nobody wins.


Conversely, I love hanging out with my cheery adopted grandad, John, whom I call John Bon Jovial because he’s just so happy. Yes, he’s a Tory Brexiteer and makes all the worst dad jokes (Me: ‘I’ll join you’; Him: ‘I didn’t know I was coming apart!’), but his happiness and enthusiasm are as catchy as Covid (which he actually gave me last Christmas. Thanks, Grandad!).


And this upbeat outlook may be why he’s reached his seventies in perfect health despite barely eating any fruit or veg. He even had asymptomatic Covid, while I was coughing up my lungs like a frog with emphysema.


I don’t know if the fact that he’s also totally skint adds to my happiness, but I’d like to think not.


Reference:


Knight J., Gunatilaka R., Is Happiness Infectious? Scott J Polit Econ. 2017;64(1):1–24. doi:10.1111/sjpe.12105










Having friends you matter to
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Title: I Matter to My Friend, Therefore I am Happy: Friendship, Mattering, and Happiness


Year: 2010


Country: USA


Lots of research has demonstrated that having good quality, close friendships is associated with happiness, but exactly why this is the case is still being explored. One of the characteristics of a strong friendship is the feeling of mattering to each other. In this study, researchers set out to investigate the role that this feeling of mattering plays in the link between friendship and happiness.


They specifically looked not at the quality of the friendship, or how much people actually mattered to their friends, but how much they perceived that they mattered to their friends. Our perception of how much we matter to our friends can be affected by the amount of attention they give to us compared with the amount of attention they give to other people and things in their lives. We may also compare our friends’ behaviour with our experiences of other people in the past to form a judgement about how much we matter to them.


For the study, 196 psychology students with an average age of twenty-three were recruited from a Midwestern university in the US. In exchange for extra credit in their psychology classes, the students completed questionnaires which measured friendship quality, perceived mattering and happiness. Before answering the questions, they were provided with a definition of friendship for the purpose of the study to ensure that they weren’t all thinking about different types of relationships. The definition excluded romantic partners and anyone they had any type of sexual involvement with or romantic interest in.


The results showed that the students’ perceptions of how much they mattered to their three closest friends explained the link between happiness and friendship quality. The researchers cautioned we can’t assume that this finding applies to people who aren’t in college or other age groups. More research would be needed to explore whether the same result occurs among different sections of the population and people in different countries, but the study supports the theory that it’s not how good the friendship is that matters, but how much we think we matter to our friends.







Happiness hint [image: illustration]


Find friends you think you matter to (even if really you don’t).





I just asked my co-author David if my friendship mattered to him, and he said, ‘What matters is your perception’, with a laughing emoji – so I’m going to take that as a no! Thanks a lot, David.


Luckily for me, I do have friends I think I matter to – especially my closest friends Kieran, John and Lucy – but I also know for sure that I matter to my daughter, and that gives my life meaning and purpose.


Of course, there are plenty of things I talk to my friends about that I can’t talk about with my eleven-year-old (and vice versa, as my friends don’t really want to talk about space robots, or what Jaxon said to Harrison in Year 6).


I think that without close true friends in my life, I’d be a hell of a lot lonelier. The friends I have these days are kind, unsuperficial souls who treat others well. I cherish the time I get to spend with them, and if I ever come into a lot of money they’ll be seeing the proceeds.


I really look forward to seeing Grandad John on a Friday (he’s not my biological grandad, it’s just his nickname). There’s nothing like putting the kettle on and sitting down with a hot mug of tea for a chat with a mate you feel totally at ease with. Putting the world to rights and rambling about everything and nothing is one of the best things in the world.


In a way, it’s up there with being in love, except being in love is generally transient and conditional, whereas friendships tend to last much longer and are less conditional. Grandad has seen me at my worst and he’s still my friend, so I can relax in the knowledge that he’s not going to turn his back on me if I get upset or angry.


I found this line interesting: ‘Our perception of how much we matter to our friends can be affected by the amount of attention they give to us compared with the amount of attention they give to other people and things in their lives.’ I’ve been friends with people for a generation who eventually coupled up and started to pay a lot less attention to me, which was sad and hurtful – as if I was just a placeholder for their new partner. But these things happen, and I certainly wouldn’t want them to spend time with me if they’d much rather be with their partner and were counting the seconds until they could get back to them!


So maybe ask yourself: which friends matter to you, and do you think you matter to them equally? I hope so.


Reference:


Demir M., Özen A., Doğan A., Bilyk N.A., Tyrell F.A., I Matter to My Friend, Therefore I am Happy: Friendship, Mattering, and Happiness. J Happiness Stud. 2011;12(6):983–1005.










Having real-world friends
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Title: Comparing the Happiness Effects of Real and Online
Friends


Year: 2013


Country: Canada


As many bemoan the continuing cultural shift away from face-to-face (or ‘real-world’) interactions, some researchers have suggested that online connections might actually provide more effective ways of building relationships, offsetting any harm to our wellbeing from the loss of traditional friendships.


To investigate whether this is true, researchers analysed data from a large online Canadian survey conducted in 2011. Called the ‘Happiness Monitor’, and sponsored by Coca-Cola, the survey gathered data from over five thousand Canadian residents aged 16+, from all across the country. For this study, the researchers analysed the answers to questions on the size of participants’ social networks, their levels of happiness and personality, as well as basic information such as age and income.


To measure happiness, the participants had been asked to imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top and say where they were on the ladder currently if the top of the ladder represented their best possible life and the bottom represented their worst possible life.


After taking account of other factors which might influence happiness, such as income and stress, the results of the analysis showed that generally the more real-life friends people had, the happier they were. The authors concluded that doubling your number of friends has the same effect on happiness as a 50% increase in your income. On the other hand, the size of people’s online networks was largely unrelated to how happy they were. They also found that having real-life friends appeared to be much more important for the happiness of those who weren’t in a relationship compared to those who were married or living with a partner.


This study provides evidence that online friends are not as beneficial as real-world ones when it comes to happiness, although the analysis doesn’t tell us for definite that one of these things is caused by the other. There’s also the possibility that the link between different friendship types and happiness varies between different cultures and generations.







Happiness hint [image: illustration]


Try building more friendships in the real world and not just gaining more followers online.





Oh God, yeah – my online friendship with a lovely guy called Kieran was nice, but it became so much better when it turned into an offline friendship, when I advertised one of my gigs on Facebook and he turned up. A hot, single thirty-five-year-old sitting in the front row of one of my gigs literally never happens, so I got a bit flustered!


We’ve become close friends since, and lovers, and also have an on-off exclusive romantic relationship.


Part of the reason it’s an on-off relationship is that Kieran lives with his parents 150 miles away and, for complex reasons, can’t move out for ages. He also doesn’t want kids. Sometimes I can deal with being in a relationship with someone in this situation, and sometimes I find it difficult. I have borderline personality disorder, so have problems with stability in relationships.


Sure, I have ten thousand Twitter followers, and among them are some truly kind people whom I’ve formed good online friendships with, but these are nowhere near as close as my handful of really close real-life mates who I can hug and kiss and enjoy cups of tea with.


Kieran, John and Lucy are all genuinely great people and spending time with them is the best thing in the world after spending time with my daughter.


The thing with online friendships is that you don’t actually know whether those people would like you in real life. You have no idea whether you’d click as people, or endure long silences in conversation where you’re tempted to claim your house is on fire so you can get to go home.


The connections are based on a shaky footing, and I often follow people based on a ten-word bio and have no idea what they’re really like.


Also, I’ve experienced fun and enjoyable connections with people online, only for them to then unfollow me for no discernible reason, leaving me thinking, ‘Well, that was unexpected – I’m not sure what happened there!’ And you can’t even ask them without looking a bit weird.


I can honestly say that I don’t think Kieran, John or Lucy would ever unfollow me online unless we’d had a proper bust-up (which I can’t see happening either). Online friendships come and go, but these are proper friendships, and I can’t imagine being without any of them now.


Reference:


Helliwell J.F., Huang H., Comparing the Happiness Effects of Real and On-Line Friends. PLoS One. 2013;8(9):1–17.










The Happiness Interview: Derren Brown



Derren Brown is an illusionist, mentalist, artist and bestselling author. During a varied and notorious TV career, he has played Russian roulette live, convinced middle-managers to commit armed robbery, led the nation in a seance, stuck viewers at home to their sofas, successfully predicted the National Lottery, motivated a shy man to think he was landing a packed passenger plane at 30,000 feet, hypnotised a man to assassinate Stephen Fry and created a zombie apocalypse for an unsuspecting participant after seemingly ending the world. His last two bestselling books, A Little Happier: Notes for Reassurance and Happy: Why More or Less Everything is Absolutely Fine (Transworld), explored changing concepts of happiness.


What three things make you happiest?


Dinners with friends I haven’t seen for a while.


A productive afternoon of writing or painting.


The rare mornings I wake up refreshed.


What three things would make you happier?


More of the above.


If my partner and I shared more similar estimations of what constituted stress.


Seeing friends more often.



What advice would you give to anyone who wants to be happy?


Firstly, ditch the goal of being happy: it can’t be chased directly. Instead, seek greater meaning, and a robust happiness will come as a by-product. You create meaning by finding something bigger than yourself and throwing yourself into that. So pay attention to what that thing might be.


Secondly, make your peace with the fact that the world doesn’t do as it’s told. People will disappoint you every day, and you will fail to meet your own standards. All of this is okay. You only really need to concern yourself with how you think and act: nothing bad will happen if you decide that what the rest of the world does is fine just as it is. So, have high intentions but low expectations.










Spending time with friends
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Title: Country Roads, Take Me Home . . . to My Friends:
How Intelligence, Population Density, and Friendship
Affect Modern Happiness


Year: 2016


Country: USA


Some academics have hypothesised that our level of happiness is influenced by our deep-rooted primeval instincts. They call this the ‘savanna theory of happiness’. The idea is that it’s not just the consequences of a particular situation or event in our contemporary lives that affects how happy or unhappy it makes us, but also the consequences it would have had for our early human ancestors on the plains of Africa. Those who subscribe to this theory believe that what would have made our ancestors happy or unhappy has the same effect on us as well. It’s also suggested that the influence of these ancestral urges is greater for people with a lower level of intelligence.


Influenced by this theory, researchers from Singapore and the UK used data from the US to test out their prediction that how often we socialise with friends affects our level of happiness. Our ancestors are believed to have lived in groups of around 150, in which frequent social contact would have been necessary for survival. It’s therefore assumed that experiencing less social interaction in this environment would be detrimental to happiness. The data used was collected in National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which involved interviews with 15,197 people aged eighteen to twenty-eight between 2001 and 2002. The participants had originally been recruited from a representative selection of US schools for another study some years earlier.


They were asked questions which measured happiness, intelligence and how often they socialised with friends in the last seven days. Once the participants’ marital status had been factored in, the analysis of the data showed that more frequently socialising with friends was linked with greater happiness. It also turned out that this link was significantly stronger among the least intelligent people. Among the most intelligent people, spending more time with friends was actually linked with experiencing less happiness rather than more. The researchers hypothesised that this might be because less intelligent people have more trouble coping with the ‘evolutionary novelty’ of spending less time in the company of friends than their hunter-gatherer ancestors.


We can’t rule out that being unhappy affected the amount of time people spent with friends rather than the other way around. Nevertheless, the findings provide some evidence to support the idea that our primitive urge to socialise has a role to play in determining how happy we are – at least for those of us who aren’t especially brainy.
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