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SECRETS OF HAPPY PEOPLE


50 Techniques to Feel Good


Matt Avery











	This SECRETS book contains a number of special textual features, which have been developed to help you navigate the chapters quickly and easily. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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	Each chapter contains quotes from inspiring figures. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints and why each Secret is useful in a practical context.
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	Also included in each chapter are a number of strategies that outline techniques for putting this Secret into practice.
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	The putting it all together box at the end of each chapter provides a summary of each chapter, and a quick way into the core concepts of each Secret.










INTRODUCTION


Happiness, and the pursuit of making it a permanent state for yourself and those you care about, is one of life’s great goals. After all, who wouldn’t wish to be completely happy, all of the time? Yet how many people actively make the pursuit of happiness a priority in their lives, rather than simply hoping that the things they do, and the way in which they do them, will make them happy? For many people, happiness, when it does arise, is simply a welcome by-product of events, coincidental and just happened upon, and not something that they have pursued in its own right. Little wonder, then, that so many people say that they feel they are not as happy as they could be, or indeed as happy as they feel they ought to be.


So what can you do to make yourself as happy as possible, as much of the time as possible? One of the main reasons that people fail to maximize their potential for happiness is a lack of awareness about how happy they are, and how happy they could be with a little bit of work. It is extremely easy to allow yourself to drift through life taking each day as it comes, and never taking the time to stop and consider whether you are really, truly happy in each area of your life, all of the time – and how much happier you might be with some careful planning. But if you take the time to really think about your happiness, and where you could improve your chances of experiencing it, you may be surprised at just how many gaps there are, waiting to be filled, how many opportunities to be happy you have, but which you are not currently exploiting. By taking a considered approach to maximizing your happiness, thinking through each area of your life as it is, and as it could be, you will be able to develop techniques that allow you to minimize the effects of any negative influences in your life, and to maximize the potential for positive influences.


You will also need to develop a robust strategy for happiness. This may seem like a strange notion, but it is in fact a self-fulfilling prophecy – by having a blueprint for ways to maximize your happiness you will get the most out of each and every opportunity, and by building a robust platform for everyday happiness, you can maximize the potential for enjoying every aspect of your life. How many opportunities do you find each day to be really happy? One or two? Several? A dozen? The truth is that with the right outlook and approach you can find scores of these occasions every day. But sitting back and waiting for happiness to strike is rather like hoping to win a raffle without buying a ticket! By being proactive in your quest to be happy, and by developing an approach that allows you to spot as many opportunities to do so as possible, you will be able to capitalize on every possibility for improving your life, and to make the most of each and every one, allowing you to create for yourself a life that is packed full of happiness, and the techniques and strategies set out in this book have been designed to facilitate this every step of the way.


Of course, just having a strategy is not enough – you will need to ensure that you find the time and space in your life to implement it, and this can best be achieved by building a framework for your day-to-day life which ensures that maximizing your happiness is a key goal every step of the way, and not something just left to chance. By creating a plan for your happiness, and then rigorously implementing it, you will be giving yourself the best possible chance of making yourself as happy as possible, whenever possible. This proactive approach will exponentially increase not only your chances of being happy, but also the frequency with which it occurs, and the depth to which you can experience it – every day. And the good news is that it doesn’t need to take an awful lot of effort to make it happen. By making just a few key changes to your lifestyle, and by adopting an outlook and attitude that fosters positivity in yourself, and those around you, you can quickly and easily begin to implement changes that will deliver lasting happiness. So why content yourself with rolling with life’s punches and hoping for the best, when you can take control of this crucial aspect of your life, and make being happy your priority?


But does all this sound like an impossible dream, a Utopian ideal that is never going to work in practice? Well, you may be surprised to learn that in fact the truth is that it is both perfectly attainable, and easier than you might imagine. By developing the right approach to your life, and the various situations in which you find yourself, and learning to maximize the scope for happiness in every opportunity that comes your way, you will be able to experience an enduring and persistent happiness, and also help to create the same for those around you; and how many aspects of your life are more important to your wellbeing than your happiness? And what can be better than making others happy too? (Which, in turn, will help to make you happier still.)


Look at it this way – if you’re always happy then it must follow that all the important elements of your life are working well, and that those you care about are happy too. In fact, your happiness will have a direct bearing on the happiness of everyone around you, and in turn whenever they are happy, this will rub off on you. So it is no exaggeration to say that being happy is one of the most important things in life, and if you haven’t yet prioritized it, to make it one of the most important things in your life, then now is the time to get started.


To give yourself the best possible chance of maximizing your happiness all of the time, you will also need to develop an appropriate mindset, one that not only encourages positivity and eliminates negativity, but one that keeps you ever-alert to seeking out opportunities and experiences to boost your happiness. Learning to take advantage of each and every such opportunity with which you are presented, and learning to find these opportunities – even in the most unlikely of places – is a skill that everyone can master, and soon you will find yourself enjoying a host of otherwise unnoticed, uplifting moments every day. You can even learn to create them from nothing, and to engineer their presence whenever and wherever you need them, creating for yourself a timely boost whenever your happiness begins to flag.


It is worth remembering that just as happiness can occur in the most unlikely of places, and during the least predictable of occasions, it can also present itself in a wide variety of guises, including joy, fulfilment, contentment, satisfaction, pleasure, excitement, peace, love, accomplishment and compassion. These are just some of the ways you can experience happiness, and by learning to remain constantly vigilant for them all, and maximizing every opportunity that each of them presents, you can significantly increase the opportunity to experience happiness in your life.


So does creating a structure for finding and enjoying so much happiness mean that you can avoid ever being unhappy? The truth is that by packing your life as full of happiness as you possibly can, you can restrict the amount of unhappiness you are likely to experience, and you can also limit its impact on your life; however, you will never be able to avoid it altogether. This is because there will always be situations that are beyond your control and which unavoidably impact negatively on your life, but by creating an underlying framework for happiness to carry you through the bad times, you can ensure that their impact is minimized as much as possible, and that your recovery from any setbacks is quick and total. You will also find that you can limit to the short term the negative effects of any unhappiness you experience, so that even if you are faced with something whose impact will endure, such as bereavement or redundancy, its effects will be softened, and will be short-lived whenever they occur.


It is crucial, too, to learn to relax into happiness, so that you avoid having to fight for it – which, of course, is often counter-productive! In today’s stressful, fast-paced world of constant communication and never-ending connectivity, relaxing can be harder than ever as it can be difficult to find any real ‘down time’, moments of peace, tranquillity and calm that allow you to recharge your batteries, and to reflect on just how well your life-structure and techniques for maximizing your happiness are working for you. But thinking that you don’t have time to stop and take stock of your situation is the same as saying that you don’t have time to be happy. You will need to find ways of slowing down every now and then, and that means taking the decision to stand back from the hectic pace of life that you will inevitably find threatening to take over from time to time – and the means of doing so.


It has been said that you are your life, and your life exists only in each moment as you live it, so making the most of every moment is crucial to leading a happy life, and this can only be achieved when you are sufficiently relaxed to allow it to happen. If you do, however, you will be able to ensure that every day is full of happy moments – and it follows that your whole life will be happy as a result. In the same way that if you look after the pennies, the pounds will look after themselves, so making the most of each individual opportunity you have for happiness, in whatever form, is a recipe for ensuring that your whole life is happy.


Planning for happiness is crucial to achieving it, and part of this means being very clear about what exactly you want to get out of life, and just how much you’re willing to put in to get it. Assuming that you know yourself, and know what makes you happy, and that you are clear not only about the things you enjoy (the easy part), but about how you can engineer their continual appearance in your life (the difficult part), you will need to ensure that you create the time and space to make them happen, and also that you avoid the succession of traps that await the unwary and unprepared.


Chasing your tail trying to keep up with other people whose lives you perceive as enviable, or frantically trying to achieve an impossible dream are just a couple of the ways in which the pursuit of happiness, unless it is properly managed, can easily backfire. After all, a robust and concerted effort in all the right areas needs to be matched with a relaxed and unhurried approach, so that you do not find yourself unwittingly trying too hard to be happy, or spending time pointlessly worrying over whether you are happy enough. This may require you to make some significant changes to your lifestyle, but if the result is engineering a way to be as happy as possible, as much of the time as possible, creating a lasting and profound happiness, then it is surely worth the sacrifice. So don’t let another moment pass you by without ensuring that you are truly happy – instead, get started right away with implementing the techniques and strategies in this book, to make a positive, and potentially life-changing, difference to the way you live.
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Forget about being happy
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‘Happiness is not something ready-made. It comes from your own actions.’










Dalai Lama
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‘Happiness doesn’t depend on any external conditions, it is governed by our mental attitude.’










Dale Carnegie
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‘Happiness often sneaks in through a door you didn’t know you left open.’










John Barrymore
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‘It is not how much we have, but how much we enjoy, that makes happiness.’










Charles Spurgeon
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‘Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.’










Oscar Wilde


A man died and went up to Heaven. He was met at the Pearly Gates by St Peter, who greeted him and asked him how much he had enjoyed his time on Earth.


‘It was okay,’ said the man, ‘but somehow life didn’t work out to be quite as good as I had thought it would be.’


‘Really?’ replied St Peter. ‘Why was that? You had a family who loved you, a job you were good at, a nice house, and you were able to take a holiday every year. It seems like the sort of life most people would be perfectly happy with.’


‘But that’s just it,’ retorted the man. ‘I wasn’t happy. I had all the trappings of success, and I tried hard to be a good person, but none of it made me really happy, and I don’t know why. I honestly couldn’t have tried any harder.’


‘So you always tried hard to be happy?’ asked St Peter.


‘Always,’ replied the man, ‘but it never seemed to work. I strived my whole life to be happy, and worked hard at everything I did. I didn’t even have time to do some of the things I wanted to do, I was trying so hard.’


‘What sort of things?’ asked St Peter.


‘Oh, just having the time to play with my children more, go for walks on sunny days, try my hand at painting or pottery or model-making. Just silly things really, so I put my energies into the big things, like work, and chairing a variety of worthwhile committees.’


‘But that’s just the problem,’ replied the saint, gently. ‘You were so busy trying to accomplish the big things you thought would bring you happiness, that you completely overlooked all the little things that actually would have done. If you had just taken a step back, relaxed, and allowed happiness to find you it would have, but you were always doing so much that happiness could never keep up with you.’
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MAXIMIZE YOUR HAPPINESS










Happiness often occurs when and where you least expect it, and just as often it doesn’t materialize when and where you had expected it to. So is the answer to forget about being happy? Certainly, allowing happiness to arrive unbidden is a powerful tool in the quest to maximize your happiness, since it allows for it to happen any time and any place, and without any effort on your part. But to simply leave it completely to chance is unlikely to produce the best results. There is a lot you can do to improve your odds of being happy and doing as much as possible maximizes your chances, so developing a strategy that includes as many approaches as possible is the best way forward.


However, doing so in a planned and prepared manner is one thing – spending all your time on it, so you cannibalize the time you could spend being happy, or allowing yourself to get stressed worrying about what you should be doing to improve your happiness, is quite another, and a situation that is clearly counter-productive. Making the most of everything in your life – yourself, your situation, the opportunities that come your way or that you can engineer, and so on – is far more likely to produce the results you want than simply ignoring the situation and allowing yourself to just forget about being happy.
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PUT YOURSELF AT THE CENTRE










Draw a ‘mental pathfinder’ map, plotting all the key areas of your life as it is now, and highlighting those that give you what you need, and are therefore positive, and all those elements that lack what you require or hold you back. Your map should be laid out to show three things: where you are at each moment, what you are doing, and when each event is occurring. Try to put them all on the same map, for ease of reference, and then highlight the positives and negatives in different colours so that you can see at a glance where the areas of greatest strength and weakness are. This will also show you what is causing them, and when and where they are occurring.


This is useful as a tool to allow you to take stock of your situation, and to see where you are currently happy and where you need to improve. Then you need to work out a solution for the latter. Bear in mind that ‘happiness’ is too broad a term to be meaningful, so you need to understand what it means for you in each situation, e.g. excitement, contentment, peace, fulfilment, etc. Understand exactly what makes you happy, and when it is occurring in your life at the moment, and where else it could be happening with a little careful planning and execution.
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STAY TRUE TO YOURSELF










Ask yourself the following questions:


•  What do I need to be happy – right now? In the future?


•  What does happiness mean to me?


•  What in my life makes me happy?


•  What matters most to me?


•  What gives me energy and creates positivity for me?


•  What creates negativity, drains my energy, and makes me unhappy?


•  What changes do I need to make in my life in order to maximize my happiness?


It is only by understanding exactly what makes you happy, and how best you can structure your life to maximize the chances of achieving it on a regular basis, that you can build for yourself a platform on which to attract positivity and deter negativity. This is crucial in the pursuit of long-lasting happiness, and it’s well worth spending the necessary time to ensure you make it as good as you can. Your needs and preferences may change over time, so be sure to revisit them every now and then. This structure also acts as a useful reminder of what it is that you’re trying to achieve, and what you should be doing in order to accomplish it. You will need to have a clear vision of your ultimate goal – what complete happiness means for you, and how it can be achieved – and you need to ensure that it really is achievable, however unlikely. By painting your dream you are much more likely to achieve it, and even if you don’t get all the way, you are likely to improve your situation by trying.


Creating your vision, and determining the points along the way, will help to clarify what you really want from life, the things that really matter to you, and this in turn will help you to avoid the trap of trying to emulate others. It is easy, and commonplace, to try to copy the lifestyles of others who seem really happy, in the mistaken assumption that what works for them will work for you. Instead, you need to be true to your own needs and desires, pursuing what you really want from life and creating the time and space to enable it. Since you can’t achieve everything all at once, you will need to prioritize, sorting your requirements into an order both of importance and timescale, before methodically working to achieve them. Remember, too, that some things are worth doing, and others simply aren’t, no matter how much of a good idea they seem, because they will just take too much time and effort to accomplish – so ditch them and move on.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	Understanding what it is that makes you happy will involve an analysis of your personality, which goes deeper than simply thinking about the things you enjoy. That approach may work in the short term (and even then it is highly probable that you will just skim the surface and miss out on everything else), but for long-term happiness it is important to think through a number of other areas – your values, your aspirations, your altruistic desires, your changing needs, and your vision for the future will all have a significant bearing.







	By creating a framework in your life that allows you to cover as many bases as possible you will not only maximize your chances of reaching your goals, but also facilitate a culture that encourages you to find happiness all the time, whenever and wherever you are, and whatever you might be doing. Sometimes, in this way, happiness can come as a complete surprise, occurring suddenly and unexpectedly, and in the most unlikely of places, and it can often be all the better because of it.
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Who are you, and who do you want to be?
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‘Sometimes I feel like the best role models and the people you should look up to most are the people who make mistakes because they show you how to overcome them and walk through that mistake with integrity and grace.’










Jennifer Love Hewitt
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‘Children learn much more from how you act than from what you tell them. There are times this worries me – we parents are rarely the role models we want to be. True for life. True for driving.’










Harlan Coben
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‘Typically, when you look for role models, you want someone who has your interests and came from the same background. Well, look how restricting that is. What people should do is take role models à la carte. If there’s someone whose character you appreciated, you respect that trait.’










Neil deGrasse Tyson
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‘‘We are certainly influenced by role models, and if we are surrounded by images of beautiful rich people, we will start to think that to be beautiful and rich is very important – just as in the Middle Ages, people were surrounded by images of religious piety.’










Alain de Botton
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‘I don’t think kids should have role models. They’re disastrous.’










Rupert Everett


One day the Pope, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the Chief Rabbi all went fishing together on a large lake. They packed a picnic hamper to enjoy at lunchtime, and set off to row to the centre of the large expanse of water. There they fished contentedly for several hours, until they began to get hungry and decided it was time to eat. They unpacked the hamper but soon discovered that they had forgotten the wine, and no one really wanted to have to row all the way back to the shore, and then back out again.


‘Don’t worry,’ said the Pope. ‘I’ll get it.’ And with that he stepped out of the boat and walked across the lake to the shore, retrieved the bottle of wine, and walked back to the boat and got in. The Archbishop and the Chief Rabbi exchanged glances, and then they all realized that they had forgotten the corkscrew.


‘Leave it to me,’ said the Chief Rabbi, and he climbed out onto the water and walked to the shore, picked up the corkscrew, and returned to the boat. He uncorked the wine, before discovering that they had left behind the glasses. The Archbishop took a deep breath, and inspired by the faith the others had shown, he stepped out of the boat and immediately sank beneath the water. The Chief Rabbi turned to the Pope and whispered confidentially,


‘Do you think we ought to have told him about the stepping stones?’


The Pope looked back at the Chief Rabbi with a level gaze, and replied: ‘What stepping stones?’


Learning from your own mistakes, and indeed successes, is crucial in your bid to either avoid repeating them or else trying to emulate them. If you can learn from other people’s mistakes and successes as well though, not only will your pool of available resources widen significantly, but the scope of your experiences will broaden too, and the rate at which you can learn will be accelerated. In this way you will increase your opportunities to avoid stressful mistakes, and enjoy uplifting successes, and by sharing your experiences with others, you can do them a good turn too, giving you a wonderful sense of satisfaction.


Sharing the secrets of your success, and learning other people’s secrets and strategies, is a great short cut to happiness.
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KNOW YOURSELF










The inspiration provided by role models can be a useful short cut to a quick fix of feeling good. But in order for this to work, you first need to know yourself. At first glance this may sound obvious – indeed, you might well assume that you already know yourself rather well! The truth, however, is that usually we don’t know ourselves as well as we think we do. This can be for a number of reasons, which commonly include:


•  a lack of self-awareness


•  a lack of analytical perception


•  not wanting to look at ourselves too closely, either consciously or subconsciously


•  assuming that we already know ourselves and therefore don’t need to look


•  not wanting to face up to our weaknesses.


It is only by really knowing yourself on every level and in every way that you can fully benefit from the example set by role models. Furthermore, getting to know yourself better will also enable you to select the most appropriate people as your role models.


A good way to look at it is to take the example of the training technique that actors employ in order to develop their ability to take on any character. This method, commonly used in drama schools, involves one actor walking around a space in as neutral a manner as possible, while another actor follows them and attempts to copy their physicality, mannerisms and gait. They then swap places so that the one who was being copied can see what they look like. The other actor will exaggerate the points they have noticed, thereby highlighting those characteristics that set the first actor apart. It is only by knowing how they appear to others that they can properly develop a character, since they must first be able to rid themselves of their natural mannerisms so that they always start with a blank canvas.


In the same way, it is only by knowing yourself – your strengths and weaknesses, how you think and how you behave, that you can fully benefit from the example set by your role models.
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INSPIRING ROLE MODELS










Once you have identified your strengths and weaknesses, your character traits, how you think and how you behave, etc., you will have a very good understanding of the gaps you need to be able to fill in order to make the best of every situation. You are now in an excellent position to choose your role models, by identifying people who are strong in the areas in which you are weak. It is of course fine to select role models who you perceive to be similar to you, but more successful, or else who are successful in the areas in which you aspire to succeed, but this alone is not enough.


You need to select role models who will inspire you when faced with a difficult problem, by being able to think through what they might do, and how they might overcome the challenges with which you are faced. In this way, you have ready access to a range of virtual advisors, and by following the example you think they would set, you can often surprise yourself by overcoming difficulties that might otherwise have stumped you.
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WHO DO YOU WANT TO BE?










Following your role models’ careers can be a fun way to share in their successes, but in order to enjoy such successes yourself you will need to decide not only what you want to do with your life, but who you want to be. Try thinking of yourself as the blank canvas actors assume before creating a character. You could be anything, do anything and achieve anything you want to. So what is it that you really want to do? Who would you want to be this time next year, in five years’ time, ten years, etc.? What do you want your life to look like? You can think of this in terms of your role models by looking at the life and career of someone who is similar to you, but more successful, and who has achieved what you would ideally like to achieve. Of course, you are unlikely to be exactly like them, or to achieve precisely what they have achieved, but that is no bad thing – after all, you don’t want to become a facsimile of someone else, you want to be successful in your own right, since this is the route to a deeper and more lasting happiness.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	Following the lives and careers of role models can provide a useful quick fix of happiness through the inspiration and satisfaction they provide, and it can also give you a short cut to discovering ways of overcoming any difficulties with which you are faced. By thinking through what your role models might do in a certain situation you can often see the problem from a different perspective, and in a clearer light. In order to benefit fully from this approach, however, you need to avoid simply passing the buck, or trying to become someone you are not, but instead develop your potential to be the best ‘you’ that you can be.







	In order to achieve this you will need to be acutely self-analytical and willing to try to strengthen yourself in the areas in which you are weak; this is where selecting the most appropriate role models can prove to be extremely beneficial. By allowing the stories of people you admire and respect to influence your development, you can get the best of both worlds: you can use them to help you decide who you want to be, and to help you to get there. A persistent and lasting happiness is difficult to achieve if you are not happy with who you are, but by improving yourself a little every day you will ensure that you move consistently closer to becoming a ‘you’ who you want to be, and to achieving the happiness you desire.
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Investing your time isn’t a waste of time
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‘Men talk of killing time, while time quietly kills them.’










Dion Boucicault
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‘But what minutes! Count them by sensation, and not by calendars, and each moment is a day.’










Benjamin Disraeli
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‘Old Time, in whose banks we deposit our note Is a miser who always wants guineas for groats; He keeps all his customers still in arrears By lending them minutes and charging them years.’










Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr
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‘Time wastes our bodies and our wits, but we waste time, so we are quits.’










Anon
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‘How long a minute is, depends on which side of the bathroom door you’re on.’










Zall’s Second Law


Following a terrible storm, a group of sailors found themselves shipwrecked, adrift in a small lifeboat in a tumultuous sea. Days went by, until eventually one of the men – the youngest – spotted the lights of another ship. As best they could, they manoeuvred their craft towards the other vessel, and when they felt that they were as close as they were likely to get, they reached for their lantern, the only possible means of attracting the attention of the other crew members. But they had only one match, and the wind was blowing a gale – and they all knew that failure to light the lantern would almost certainly mean that the ship passed them by, and that they would be doomed. It was hastily decided that the youngest of their number should be given the responsibility, since it was he who had spotted the passing vessel and he also had the steadiest hands being the youngest. With a pounding heart, and trying desperately not to snap the match, or allow the flame to sputter and die before the lantern could be lit, he struck it assuredly and quickly put it into the glass housing, and the flame took hold. The lantern soon shone at its brightest, and the duty watchman aboard the ship spotted it, and under the captain’s orders the ship came around, and soon the men were rescued.


In life, each moment we live flickers like that lighted match. How will you ensure that your moments burn brightly, and do not simply fade to eternal darkness?


Time spent in the pursuit of happiness is never wasted; yet how much of your time do you spend doing things that actively make you happy? And how much time do you spend doing things that leave you unfulfilled or, worse still, that make you unhappy? To put it another way, if you were to look at a typical week, what proportion of your time would be spent doing things you really enjoy, things that lift your spirits and improve your mood – and what proportion is spent on everything else?


Ensuring that you put aside some time every day to spend doing things whose main, if not only, purpose is to make you happy is crucial in the pursuit of achieving a state of enduring happiness. In the same way, time spent on things that make you unhappy is time wasted – worse, it is time spent bringing you down and worsening your mood, a negative impact that will need to be countered later on. So it is imperative that any time spent in this way is kept to a minimum and that its impact is minimized, while a period of time is set aside every day to enjoy doing something you really love.


A great way of ensuring that you employ your time in the most beneficial way is to get into the habit of thinking of time not as something to be spent, but as something to be invested. In this way you will have a constant reminder not to allow your days to simply drift by, but instead to do something positive with them, and with each part of them. In this way your days, months and years – indeed your entire life – will be filled with things that bring you joy, and your store of good times and positive memories will flourish, further facilitating your ability to achieve enduring happiness.
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SPEND TIME POSITIVELY










How much of your time do you set aside each day for doing things that make you happy? Are you consciously opting to spend a portion of every day actively pursuing pleasure – and if so, how much? It is dishearteningly easy to allow time to slip away in a familiar mixture of everyday routines, of doing things that need doing but that may not be pleasurable, and in idling through any down time, so that at the end of a day you find you haven’t spent any time doing the things whose number-one purpose is to make you happy. To ensure that this doesn’t happen, and that the days without any positive time don’t turn into weeks, months or even years, it is crucial to ring-fence a part of your day to devote solely to the pursuit of happiness. By doing this you will ensure that:


•  you have some time set aside every day for what you want to do


•  you have something to look forward to every day


•  you will be able to offset any unavoidable negativity


•  you do not allow yourself to drift through your time without positively engaging in those things that make you happy.


Just making the decision to very deliberately ring-fence a portion of your time to employ solely in the pursuit of happiness, whatever that entails for you, is both positive and affirming since you know that every day you will have time to pursue whatever it is that will lift your spirits and bring you joy, time spent positively in the pursuit of happiness.
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DON’T ALLOW YOURSELF TO DRIFT










One of the dangers of not choosing to spend a portion of your time deliberately pursuing pleasure is that you may allow yourself to simply drift through the day, unwittingly contenting yourself with offsetting any negativity with periods of time that are just neutral. The short-term effects of this are minimal but long term it can have a significant detrimental impact, since periods of neutrality are in themselves insufficient to properly counter any negativity you may experience (which is, for most people, impossible to avoid all the time).


Taking affirmative action is the best solution and works to best effect when implemented as part of your daily routine, to create a positive lifestyle structure, one that ring-fences pockets of time to spend doing whatever makes you happy, and only that. The moment you stop doing everything else and focus on doing whatever makes you happy you will feel yourself start to relax – the first and vital step. Continued application will result in a sustained increase in happiness, and one that will grow over time. So make sure that you don’t allow yourself to drift through your day without ever giving sufficient pause to actively engage in making yourself happy.
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MINIMIZE NEGATIVITY










By definition, any periods of negativity in your life will be blocking your ability to be happy, so these must be minimized, and eradicated wherever possible. This can be harder than it sounds since you will first of all need to be aware of negativity creeping into your day, and then have at your disposal the tools to counter it. In addition, it can at times seem as if it is impossible to do anything about it: perhaps you hate your job but can’t easily get another; or you are in a relationship that is getting you down but leaving isn’t the answer; or maybe you’re just too busy to allow yourself time to be happy? Whatever the reasons, it is important to remember this simple three-step process:


  1.  Clearly identify what is causing the negativity and whether it can be avoided.


  2.  If it can, make avoiding it your top priority – you will not be completely able to be happy until you do.


  3.  If it can’t, then you need to work to minimize its impact by keeping it as short as possible, and by using the exercises in Chapter 29 – then move on.


Remember, the cumulative effect means that the more time you spend being happy, the happier you’ll be to an exponential degree. So try to spend as little time as possible accommodating negativity, and as much time as you can actively pursuing happiness.
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	[image: image]  Putting it all together







	Safeguarding time to invest in being happy is crucial to achieving lasting happiness. This protected time allows you to focus on what really matters to you, and to enjoy doing it. Of course, not everything you do in life can be devoted solely to the pursuit of unbridled joy, but some things can, and most other things can be altered or adjusted to provide at least some degree of pleasure; at the very least you should aim to minimize their ability to make you unhappy. Getting this framework right is crucial in facilitating your ability to be as happy as you can be, for the maximum amount of time, every day. If you are not sure where to focus your efforts, try the following exercise: draw a pie chart to represent where you are currently spending your time. Then draw another to demonstrate those things which give you most pleasure. Then see whether the two charts match. If they don’t, you might well be devoting most of your time to things that are not best suited to making you happy, and too little of your time to those that are. So take positive steps to redress the balance.







	By investing time in positive activities, and by minimizing the impact you allow negativity to have on your life, you will afford yourself the best possible chance of maximizing your ability to be happy – today, and in the future.
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Plan for happiness – since you might be dead tomorrow
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‘Be happy for this moment. This moment is your life.’










Omar Khayyám
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‘Take your victories, whatever they may be, cherish them, use them, but don’t settle for them.’










Mia Hamm
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‘To be idle is a short road to death and to be diligent is a way of life; foolish people are idle, wise people are diligent.’










Buddha
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‘What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.’










Albert Pike
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‘Life is hard. Then you die. Then they throw dirt in your face. Then the worms eat you. Be grateful it happens in that order.’










David Gerrold


Later, she would think of it as a gift, but on the morning she had a brain haemorrhage that was the furthest thought from her mind. In that instant everything stopped, and she didn’t know if she would ever be able to get it back. As the weeks went by, and it became clear that she would make a good recovery, she began to think of it as a wake-up call, a reminder that she was not going to be around forever so she had better start doing the things she really wanted to do – now. She also needed to take stock of her situation, and make some changes to prevent it from happening again.


The first thing she did was to leave her job, one which she had endured for a long time but which was becoming more and more stressful and was slowly killing her anyway. Instead, she decided to try her hand at the one thing she had always wanted to do and became a professional actress. She had long been a keen amateur, and always excelled, but she had never been brave enough to give it a go professionally. So now she did. Whether she succeeded or failed was no longer the most important thing, but rather the very act of trying, of doing what she had always wanted to do but had been too timid to actually make happen, and suddenly she felt as though she was really living her life to the full, at last, a fact that made her profoundly happy.


She also decided to move house. She had been thinking about it for years, and had even got as far as to have estate agents value her current home, and have a few viewings of the sort of property she would like to buy, but she had never got around to taking it any further. Lack of time, lack of courage, simply never making it a priority – she didn’t know. All she was sure of was that she would be happier moving out of the city and into the countryside, and so she moved to a small village with beautiful walks on her doorstep, and a bustling community of which she soon became an integral part. She also promised herself that, at last, she would lose the weight she had for such a long time wanted to lose, and so she began a diet and an exercise regime, and soon she could notice the difference and was thrilled with the results.


In all aspects of her life she began taking things on with renewed vigour, and she was doing the things she had always planned to do, but never got around to actually doing, and loving it. In fact, with hindsight, she considered the brain haemorrhage to be one of the best things ever to have happened to her and she had only one regret – that it hadn’t happened sooner. Or, better still, that it hadn’t taken a brush with death to free her to live her life to the full.
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LEARN TO BE HAPPY










Mohandas K. Gandhi once advised people: ‘Live each day as if you are going to die tomorrow, learn as if you are going to live forever.’ It’s a great sentiment, in that it not only solicits the idea of getting as much as you possibly can from every moment, but to continually improve yourself as you do so. Your happiness can largely be attributed to the experiences you have, on your own or with other people, and to the relationships you foster. By living each day to the maximum you can be sure to never allow an opportunity for happiness to pass you by, while squeezing as much as you can out of every experience gives you more from which to learn, allowing you to seize even more opportunities and to get even more out of them, and so on. It is self-perpetuating, so all you need to do is to get the ball rolling and you will quickly begin to reap the rewards, rewards that will then keep on coming.


Learning as if there were no end has an added bonus, too. Since there can be no end to learning as there will always be new things to learn, so there will always be new discoveries to make you happy, and new information will be imparted and new skills adopted, each of which contributes to your arsenal of ways to experience happiness in your life. Making the most of every day ensures that you will make the most of every month and every year, too, and indeed make the most of your life, and this is in itself a direct route to happiness; coupled with continual and never-ending self-improvement, it becomes a very powerful tool in the quest for happiness.
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SOUNDS GOOD. SO HOW DOES IT WORK?










Getting the most out of every day sounds like an obvious approach, and one that should be easy to do – but is it? Well, yes and no. Getting the most out of every day can usefully be seen as a direct route to being as happy as you can be every day, so as a guiding principle this should be fairly standard in the pursuit of happiness. Putting it into practice, however, is a lot more difficult. Some days are simply easier to make the most of than others, since you may be involved in a more exciting activity, or undertake something that presents a more obvious opportunity for learning.


Making this principle work to its maximum potential, however, means that you need to make it work every single day. The key is to ensure that although some days can be made to work better than others, you should never let a day go by without getting at least something out of it. Even the smallest success is better than nothing, and it helps to keep a sense of continuity that will better enable you to get the most out of the most promising days, as and when they occur. It also ensures that you are always in the right frame of mind to exploit opportunities when they arise, and in the meantime each little extra piece of fulfilment or learning will nudge you ever closer to complete happiness.
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