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‘If you feel like you have lost your sparkle then this wonderful, exuberant book is here to help. Underpinned by sound scientific understanding it is jam-packed with all the tools you need to shine brightly and live your best, most colourful life.’


Becky Goddard-Hill, psychotherapist and author of Be Happy, Be You


‘Tanith Carey has the rare ability to make psychology, biochemistry and neuroscience not only accessible but also vastly entertaining and intellectually stimulating. I devoured this book in one greedy sitting.’


Jane Alexander, journalist and author of The Energy Secret and Ancient Wisdom for Modern Living


‘At last. A scientific explanation of feeling “meh”. This book is unique. Brilliantly researched and written.’


Alice Smellie, menopause campaigner and author of Cracking the Menopause


‘Tanith has a unique way of communicating scientific jargon with ease, simplicity, and clarity. Feeling “Blah”? is a must read!’


Professor Hana Burianová, professor of neuroscience, department of psychology, Bournemouth University


‘The book is evidence based, gives a name to how people feel and then offers options for change. No “motherhood and apple pie” here but sound well researched techniques that have been evaluated and offered for consideration.’


Averil Leimon, author, executive coach, and leadership psychologist at White Water Group


‘As this is the first book for the general reader on anhedonia, I love that it also has practical elements full of useful guidance for those who are in this state of mind.’


Lohani Noor, psychotherapist


‘Often women in menopause do feel “blah” and don’t understand that fluctuating and the eventual flat-lining of hormones can play a huge part. It’s fabulous to see Tanith addressing this. I loved it.’


Christien Bird MSc, women’s health physiotherapist and co-founder of Menopause Movement


‘A clear and compelling overview of anhedonia that will be a Godsend to those who have it. I highly recommend it!’


Jackie Kelm, author of Appreciative Living and creator of the Anhedonia Support Program at www.AnhedoniaSupport.com


‘The best way to deal with a problem is to look at it and to understand it from many different perspectives. Tanith has risen to the task.’


Deanne Jade, psychologist, founder and principal, National Centre for Eating Disorders
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Introduction


How much do you like your life? To what extent are you enjoying and to what extent are you enduring it? Do you feel fully alive, or do you feel you are just going through the motions?


If you are reading this book because you were drawn to the word “blah” on the cover, you probably don’t feel depressed (or you’d be reading a book with that on the front.) This feels different. Maybe it’s more that when you are at social events you are supposed to enjoy, everyone else appears to be having a better time than you. Or perhaps you feel strangely uncomfortable when others seem to be having fun and that nagging feeling that your life should “feel” better than it does just won’t go away.


Does the world no longer seem to be in glorious technicolour and more in a palette of muted greys? Instead of being in sharp focus, does it appear as if you are standing on the other side of frosted glass?


If you recognize any of these feelings and struggle to remember the last time you let go, or laughed – really laughed, until your sides ached – then I get it.


Because until I worked out what this feeling was, I was the same as you.


My own feeling of “blah”


For a long time, I didn’t know there was a name for these feelings, or rather lack of them, either. The closest words were half-hearted monosyllables like “blah” and “meh”. Then I got a phone call which made me think that surely there must be a better description for this non-state of being. The moment when this dawned on me a few years ago is going to sound insufferably smug, but bear with me and hold your judgement because that’s precisely the point.


After months of research for a book I’d always wanted to write, honing the pitch and going to various meetings, I got a call from my agent. Good news, she announced. A major publisher (my biggest to date) had said they wanted the book and were offering a generous five-figure sum. As she delivered the news I’d been hoping for, I heard myself making all the right noises.


“Brilliant … fantastic … amazing!” Yet far from feeling the surge of joy I was expecting, it felt like these words were coming from some disembodied version of myself.


Actually, I felt nothing much at all.


When I finished the call, I knew I should have felt elated. Instead, I felt flat. This didn’t make sense. After all, I wasn’t depressed. I was a get-up-and-go, get-sh*t-done career woman, with a lovely husband, two healthy, happy children and I’d just ticked off another life goal. Yet, far from feeling happiness course through me, the only sensations I felt were mild panic that I’d just landed myself a giant task for my to-do list and a dollop of guilt that I didn’t feel more grateful. As I set off to pick up my daughters from school, all I could think about was: “Tanith, what the hell is wrong with you?”


After that day, I started to notice this strange disconnect more and more. I felt indifferent at parties and social events. While everyone around me looked like they were having a great time, I felt I had to put on a mask. I had always loved Christmas, but at times even raising some yuletide cheer felt like a charade.


In the middle of this, I unwittingly described anhedonia in a cri-de-cœur I wrote for The Times describing the pressures of modern working motherhood. Throughout, I scattered words like “numb”, “zombie” and “blur”, not realizing there was a name for what they all added up to.


The fact I wasn’t enjoying my life defied logic. After all, I’d played the game well. I was racing through the checklist of a “successful” life. I had all the things that were supposed to add up to one thing: happiness. Still there was something tugging at my sleeve, holding me back from enjoying it.


I could see how great my life looked. But rather than being “in” it, I was like an observer looking onto it. In this state, feeling bad came much more naturally than feeling good. When things went well, I’d barely get a flicker of satisfaction; when they didn’t, I’d fall into a slough of despond. Had I graphed my mood, my downs would have been ravines, while my ups would have been molehills.


Pleasures that were once comforting now felt more elusive. When I put on my favourite songs, the chills no longer came. My Instagram looked like an enviable patchwork quilt of lovely experiences. In truth, trips abroad no longer felt like adventures. Even when I went somewhere new and exotic, I found it impossible to immerse myself fully in the experience. I remembered how when I was younger, travelling felt exhilarating. Now it felt like a feat of organization before I went and daunting piles of extra work when I got back for daring to take time off. But what right did I have to complain?


Every day, my newsfeed was filled with the sight of other people dealing with tragedies or living with war, and famine or ill health. All my human needs for food, security, job satisfaction and love were being met – and then some. But when you have everything, where do you go to find the missing piece?


Shouldn’t I just count my blessings and stop being such a miserable cow? Despite telling myself to get a grip, the question still niggled at me. Surely, I couldn’t be the only person in this position who felt like this?


Finding a name for it


As an author and a journalist, I have always written about what I need to learn. My job is to be curious and look for answers. So, putting my guilt to one side, late one night in bed, after another day of wondering what was wrong with me, I went in search of an explanation. With my oblivious husband sleeping next to me, it felt like the ultimate shameful secret to be Googling “Why aren’t I enjoying my life?”


I’d like to say there was a more exciting story behind how I found the answer. In 0.63 seconds, the offer of 6,770,000,000 results flashed up on my screen. One of the first headlines that jumped out at me was: “Don’t enjoy anything anymore? There’s a name for that.” The piece was by a psychologist who called this state of existence “anhedonia”. So, there was a word for it.


I read on to find that anhedonia was the opposite of hedonism, or pleasure, and defined as “losing the ability to get pleasure from things you used to enjoy”. But although it is often a symptom of major depressive disorder, I discovered you didn’t need to be depressed to feel anhedonic. You could be ticking along, getting on with life, appearing just fine to everyone else, with everything you need, except the mental bandwidth to enjoy it.


After taking this in, my immediate question was: “Why have I never heard this word before?”


We hear so much about modern life’s most pernicious disease, depression, at one end of the mental health spectrum, and happiness at the other. Why do we hear nothing about the grey space in between – even though it’s the area where so many of us live our lives?


My biggest problem with feeling this way is that I feel like I can’t connect with other people the way I used to. My friends talk about their problems, but I don’t have the emotional energy to empathize with them and wish they’d stop moaning. To be honest, I don’t really care anymore. 


Louise, 46


How anhedonia went mainstream


Now I knew it had a name, anhedonia went on my list of issues I needed to write about.


In the meantime, I felt increasingly irritated at how it seemed to follow me everywhere: to parties, concerts and days out, which never seemed to move me out of robot mode.


And then came Covid. If there was anything that was supposed to make us appreciate our lives, lockdown was surely it. For more than a year, we were deprived of many of the things that were supposed to make us happy: socializing, live music, haircuts and holidays. For months we sat on our sofas imagining how brilliant it would be when it was all over.


It was only when we started to get back to the life we’d been looking forward to, that some people noticed that rather than wanting to make up for lost time, they felt JOMO (the joy of missing out) rather than FOMO (the fear of missing out). Some of us felt so “blah” about our old lives, we were in no hurry to get back to them.


On the other side of the Atlantic, in Spring 2021, organizational psychologist Adam Grant wrote in The New York Times about a growing cohort who were not depressed, but who were not thriving either. He looped it back to “languishing”, a term first coined by the American psychologist Corey Keyes in 2002, who defined it as “the void between depression and flourishing – the absence of wellbeing”.


Grant framed it for the new generation: “You don’t have symptoms of mental illness but you’re not the picture of mental health either.” He went on: “It appears to be more common than major depression – and in some ways it may be a bigger risk factor for mental illness.”


Clearly people recognized the description of the feeling as it was the newspaper’s most shared article of the year.


All this pointed to the possibility that even before the extraordinary interruption of the pandemic, a lot of us hadn’t been enjoying our lives as much as we might have hoped.


Hardly surprisingly, I noticed it too. When I saw friends and family again for the first time after lockdown and expected the tears to flow, I felt nothing much, except it was “quite nice” to see them.


So, in August 2021, as the UK was coming out of lockdown, I emailed the commissioning editor of a glossy supplement to suggest that a piece about anhedonia might resonate with a lot of people stuck in the grey zone. The next day – lightning speed in magazine terms – I got an email back saying: “Yes, please. So many readers are going to relate to this.”


I know my feelings are in there somewhere but it’s like I can’t access them. I can still cry but I don’t feel chills or extremes. I’d just like to get “me” back. 


Atul, 44


Everything feels the same. Logically, I can look up at the sky and see it’s beautiful, but it doesn’t mean anything. I think about my emotions but I don’t feel them.


Joel, 32


Anhedonia: A quick history


Now that my research was underway, I discovered anhedonia is on a spectrum and comes in many forms. Taken from the Greek for “without pleasure”, it was first coined by French philosopher and psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot in his book The Psychology of Sentiments in 1896. A few years later American psychologist William James warmed to the theme, describing it in his 1902 scientific paper as “passive joylessness and dreariness, discouragement, dejection, lack of taste and zest … incapacity for joyous feelings … loss of appetite for all life’s values.” By 1922, the American psychiatrist Abraham Myerson devoted an entire lecture to the subject at the annual meeting of the American Psychiatric Association.


But after the initial flurry of interest, anhedonia wasn’t talked about until it made a return, perhaps not coincidentally, as post-war affluence started taking off in the late 1950s. In clinical papers, it was the word professionals used to describe how people with Parkinson’s disease, schizophrenia and addiction – all conditions in which the dopamine system is disrupted – could lose all interest in life. It became notorious as the symptom which made these conditions so difficult to treat because patients lost hope in helping themselves. It was depicted as an intractable iceberg which couldn’t be melted by drugs or therapy – and it was even perceived as a character flaw.


But then along came a scientific invention – the MRI scanner – which managed to look inside the brain to see how pleasure was formed and why some people didn’t experience as much as others. It helped break anhedonia down into its component parts and bring a more nuanced perspective. Clinicians began to realize it could come in many shades and strengths. Researchers started finding so many flavours, some suggested it would be more accurate to refer to it in the plural, as “the anhedonias”.


Despite a growing number of papers and research over the following decades, many recognizing that anhedonia needed to be studied in its own right, the rest of us had never heard of it.


How widespread could “blah” be?


So, how many of us are living in a state of “blah”? Figures are not easy to come by, partly because anhedonia can be described in different ways. As we’ve heard, it was psychologist Corey Keyes who first recognized that just because you don’t feel bad doesn’t mean you feel good. In his first studies on “languishing” in the early 2000s, it was estimated that 12.1 per cent of US adults were affected by it.


Two decades later, using the same criteria, an IPSOS US Mental Health report found that 21 per cent were in the same mental space. In a breakdown of age, it was found that millennials (age 26 plus) were most likely to be languishing at 30 per cent. Next were Gen Z (up to age 25) at 26 per cent, Gen X (age 42 plus) at 21 per cent and, lastly, baby boomers (age 57 plus) at 14 per cent.


Surveys of workforce wellbeing found even higher rates. A 2021 survey for Better Up, a leadership coaching company (who admittedly might be biased in saying employees need help to flourish), found 55 per cent in this lacklustre space, compared to 35 per cent who were thriving and a lucky 5 per cent who were “super functional”. This chimed with Gallup research that found that 62–68 per cent of US employees were not engaged at work and Deloitte’s finding that 46 per cent also lacked motivation.


Eddie Medina, who commissioned the Better Up survey, said people who are languishing “Struggle to stay focussed, to find meaning and, for many, to find optimism and hope for the future … When people are languishing, the normal stressors of life and work pile up and hit them harder – everything else feels like a struggle. Major transitions and life changes can amplify the effect.”


In a separate snapshot in the UK in June 2021, when workers were asked about their sense of purpose and direction, 42 per cent said the pandemic had left them feeling “aimless”.


At work, people would chat to me and crack jokes, but I felt like an outsider looking in. I found I couldn’t relate to people because I was so numb. I found it hard to feel compassion. I acted like I cared because I knew it was what I was supposed to do. But really, everything washed over me.


Joe, 28


Hidden costs


Does apathy really matter if it’s not a mental illness? Yes, it does. Anhedonia may keep a low profile, but that doesn’t mean it’s not taking a toll. It can be much more than feeling a bit flat. In our current healthcare system, we tend to intervene when people’s health has broken down, a tendency Corey Keyes called: “Parking ambulances at the bottom of the cliff.”


Far from just being a state of “blah”, anhedonia can be a precursor to depression, a red flag that the brain’s reward system is no longer working as well as it should. Left unchecked, anhedonia can become the purgatory before depression sets in. Tackling it is preventative.


Research has found that the people most likely to develop major depression and anxiety disorders in the next ten years are not the ones with obvious symptoms today. They are the people who lack positive mental health now.


When depression hits, antidepressants like SSRIs are usually the first choice of treatment, but while they are often effective at blunting pain, they can blunt joy too. If left to spin downwards for too long into depression, anhedonia is the symptom of depression which lingers the longest and makes it the most difficult to treat.


Anhedonia can also be an early warning sign of the final stages of burnout. One more stressor and it can make a cup that is already full to the brim, run over. It can dim our experience of the world. Sex, our senses of smell and taste, our love of music, socializing – and life in general – can all be dialled down by anhedonia.


The alternative: flourishing


For a moment, let’s look at how different life looks at the other end of the spectrum.


It’s not just a pleasanter place to be. Studies have found when you psychologically flourish, you feel less helpless, your life goals are clearer, you’re more engaged with others and you are more resilient. There are physical benefits, too, like better heart health and a reduced risk of chronic disease.


Advances in healthcare are extending our physical lives. Don’t we need to make sure that we stay mentally and physically well, so we can make the most of this longevity? Should we really be prepared to accept life without joy as the status quo?


Why you may not have heard this word before


If it’s so pervasive, why has anhedonia stayed out of public view for so long? Probably because feeling “meh” is almost invisible. It’s not the jazz hands of joy or curl-up-into-a-ball style depression. When it comes in its milder and most everyday form, many of us blame ourselves, thinking that the novelty of life has just worn off or we should count our blessings.


Feeling “blah” doesn’t demand attention. We are socialized to ignore it, born into cultures where, when asked how we are, we typically say: “Fine”, even though that itself is a “meh” abbreviation for what we’re really feeling. Give a more downbeat answer, without very good reason, and it sounds monumentally moan-y. We soon get the message that the correct answer is to politely gloss over the fact that life doesn’t feel all that great. Plus, most of the time, we are too busy to check in with ourselves and haven’t had the word to describe this in-between state anyway.


As “blah” has become normal, it’s easy to assume that it’s the price we pay for keeping our lives on track in a stressful society.


First World Problem?


Another reason we don’t talk about anhedonia is because it feels like a First World problem. It can feel shameful to admit that having a decent home and enough money doesn’t make us happy. Should we really be worrying about not enjoying life when there’s so much suffering elsewhere on the planet? When we hear about severe mental health issues, like the rise in suicide and self-harm, saying we don’t feel as good as we’d like to sounds like the least of our problems.


What we are missing here is that life the way we live in First World societies is what often helps to produce this state of “meh” in the first place.


It’s true that if you have the cash and education to sit down and read this book in a safe, secure environment, you’re likely to be getting all your material needs met, thanks to where you live. You are also part of a generation who have come to enjoy the sort of affluence once only enjoyed by royalty. Yet becoming better off over the last half century has done little for our mental wellbeing.


Yes, we live in a world in which it has never been easier to get our basic material needs met, but there’s been a biological pay-back. As we shall hear, the constant dopamine hits of a convenience society have helped throw off our brain’s reward systems – where good feelings are made. Instead of everything feeling good, as it’s designed to, nothing does. There’s a growing consensus that modern life has made dopamine addicts of all of us, blunting our sensitivity to pleasure and letting stress hormones prevail.


Biological reasons


While it affects all genders and ages, anhedonia can often hit women particularly hard. One reason may be because hormonal changes over the course of their menstrual cycle can affect how well the body makes serotonin, a chemical messenger in our brains and bodies, that is important for mood. Then when menopause hits, the drop-off of oestrogen and other hormones can have a domino effect on feel-good chemicals like dopamine, and oxytocin too.


Though it’s more gradual, men’s moods are also affected by a drop-off in their main sex hormone, testosterone, which over time can rob them of their verve and enjoyment of life.


For both genders, modern diets also play a role in maintaining a hopeful, optimistic frame of mind. We are finally starting to understand the critical link between what we eat and how we feel. For most of history, we tended to believe moods are made in the mind. Now we know that what we eat also makes a big difference to the production of mood-maintaining serotonin. A Western diet, heavy in sugar, preservatives, red and processed meats, and refined carbs, has also been found to trigger gut inflammation. The problem is that the gut is also where huge amounts of this serotonin is made. What’s more, inflammation that affects the gut can also reach the brain. There it dials down production of still more feel-good chemicals and stops them circulating as smoothly. It’s going to be more difficult to feel positive and optimistic about life if your diet means you are not producing a balance of feel-good chemicals, and then the inflammation it triggers gets in the way of them flowing freely.


A legacy of Covid


When it comes to feeling joy, modern life has recently been throwing even more curve balls at us. When the Covid-19 virus hit, it wasn’t just the disruption, uncertainty and forced seclusion of lockdown which made us feel “blah”.


Quite soon into the pandemic, scientists observed that cytokines – the immune system cells which our bodies release to fight the virus – could also over-react and affect the brain too. If this knock-on effect reached the brain, often it could hit the reward circuits and interfere with the synthesis and release of dopamine.


Even after the virus was destroyed by our immune system, this was one of symptoms that could hang around. A study in the journal Nature Medicine published in July 2022 – well over two and a half years after the start of the pandemic – named anhedonia as one of the persistent Long Covid symptoms people were still living with.


This domino effect is not limited to Covid. More and more, we are recognizing that any illness that causes inflammation can have the same impact. While the virus has abated for now, there are other diseases of the 21st century which show no sign of going anywhere, and which can also trigger anhedonia.


Take obesity and type 2 diabetes, the twin scourges of modern human health. Both are also linked to inflammation in the brain which specifically hits the reward circuits.


This creates a vicious circle. Could it be that anhedonia is the missing link which helps explain why the people who most need to make diet changes and take exercise often feel too hopeless to do so? Is the real problem that they are being exhorted to make lifestyle shifts, precisely when their conditions have silently robbed their brains of the motivation?


This has huge repercussions. Anhedonia may be a key reason why public health campaigns to combat both obesity and type 2 diabetes tend to barely make a dent in the figures – and the numbers of cases continues to rise across the world.


After I got Covid, I felt lacklustre for a long time, like I had been drained. I couldn’t get excited about anything. I wasn’t sure if it was me or the state of the country! I am a keen baker, and I couldn’t even think what recipes I wanted to make.


Sarah, 50


Time to bring it into the open


It’s not often we hear about a new word in mental health. This book is the first attempt to bring anhedonia into the open and add it to our emotional vocabulary; to shine a light on this state of grey for the general audience and examine it as a standalone issue, as many researchers are now trying to do.


It’s a synthesis of hundreds of research studies, carried out by armies of brilliant scientists, which deserve a wider airing so we can benefit from their findings. Above all, it’s the first acknowledgement of the people left wandering in the middle ground. If so many people are unable to live their lives to the full, it is a terrible waste. Life is too short to be lived on furlough. Furthermore, what does it mean for the planet if millions of people aren’t living up to their potential? Where are we heading if so many are just spinning on their wheels?


Naming it is a first step in bringing this nebulous state into focus. Having more granular ways to describe how we feel can save people from slipping into more serious, difficult-to-shift states. A wide range of studies show that people who can differentiate between nuances of emotions are less likely to be overwhelmed by them and better able to regulate how they feel.


If we don’t know what this feeling is, too many people will spend their lives feeling neither good nor bad, but just not very much at all.


Lightbulb moment


On a personal note, I hope when you heard the explanation of the word “anhedonia” you felt better understood, as I did. For many of the people I interviewed for this book, knowing that anhedonia had a name was a lightbulb moment, as it had been for me. While some people I mentioned it to genuinely looked baffled (because they were living their lives to the full, and good luck to them), I saw other people’s eyes light up before they told me they couldn’t wait to hear more.


A couple of my social media posts asking people about their feelings of “blah” quickly attracted nearly 100 replies. Many people confided they thought this was just what their life had become. Menopausal women were particularly keen to talk about it, many sharing their secret fears that they might never feel good again. Overworked 20- and 30-somethings, trying to juggle stressful careers and side hustles, said they assumed “blah” was just the way their lives were. Strung-out parents confided they were too tired to ever enjoy their children. Middle-aged men confided they’d had turned into the “grumpy gits” they’d sworn they’d never become.


The words and phrases people used to describe how they felt ranged from “stuck” to “on autopilot”, “unplugged”, “cold inside” and my personal favourite: “not burnt out, but definitely well toasted”.


When I go out, I come back and think: Well, that was a waste of time and money!


Jorge, 37


What this book will do


In the pages ahead, I will be presenting the research on anhedonia in an accessible, easy-to-read way, before laying out the evidence-based strategies you can use to address it. By travelling back to our earliest origins and then travelling forward to look at the present-day causes, I will join the dots on the aspects of your mental state you may not have realized were connected. You will see how the modern world has taken advantage of our basic reward circuits and overloaded them so much they have gone “offline”. I will examine how the “too much to do”, always-on culture has allowed stress hormones like cortisol to drown out feelings of joy, love and calm. To do this, I have interviewed some of the world’s leading neuroscientists to help you see how pleasure is formed in the brain – and why you possibly have stopped feeling it.


At the same time, I am also aware that the self-help genre has become synonymous with toxic positivity and hucksterism. Once the novelty of the positivity psychology movement wore off, a certain weariness set in. But this book isn’t about Pollyanna-ish cheerleading. You already know you’re supposed to “live, laugh, love”, “shoot for the moon” and “dance like no one is watching” etc...


You will be provided with a run-through of the latest research across psychiatry, psychology, endocrinology and nutrition, woven together with the voices of those who have experienced anhedonia in its many forms. Although modern life challenges our ability to enjoy life, the good news is we are now entering a fresh, and uniquely helpful phase in brain science. We have more reasons than ever to be optimistic.


You don’t need to be a neuroscientist to understand the basics of how your brain makes your mood. The upside is that if you are still functioning well – and your anhedonia is more of a quiet, guilty secret you are carrying with you – you probably don’t need therapy. Understanding more about how your brain creates joy, what might be standing in its way and finding out how to allow those feelings to flow again will help.


The aim of this book is not to move you magically from “blah” to bliss. It’s to help you feel a wider range of emotions so you can engage with the world around you and start to live a full life again. By the end, instead of asking yourself “What’s wrong with me that I don’t feel happy?” you will be asking some different questions: “What happened to me that I can’t enjoy my life?” and “What am I going to do to change that?”


How this book works


The book is divided into three parts:


In Part One, I look at what anhedonia looks like, as well as its various causes and some of the social changes which are driving it. I will explain how, once the human race’s initial battle for survival was won, our quest for pleasure was turned against us and how this has biologically affected our ability to feel good.


In Part Two, I will break down anhedonia into its different types and look at how it can dull the senses. By being aware of the physiological reasons for feeling “blah”, you will start to shed some of the shame and frustration with yourself, and with those who tell you to “cheer up” or suggest you’re “just depressed”, when you know that’s not it. By looking at what we now know about how the brain’s reward circuits are activated, I hope you will be able to metaphorically visualize what’s happening inside your mind. With this understanding, I hope you will see the importance of feeding your brain better experiences and discover that your emotions are more in your control than you realize.


In the final part, I will take a comprehensive look at what you can do to specifically address “blah” so that you can rediscover joy and pleasure in the things you once loved. Everyone develops anhedonia a bit differently. There isn’t a one-size-fits-all solution, but there are lots of small, practical things you can do which will add up to more than a sum of their parts. I won’t insult your intelligence by repeating the same solutions you’ve heard before on diet, exercise, gratitude and mindfulness, but I will share the latest evidence to spell out why these tools can be more powerful than any antidepressant ever invented. With this knowledge, you will be able to make informed decisions that are right for you.


A time to have fun?


With so many global challenges, you might be asking yourself if this is really the moment to be focussing on enjoying yourself. If anything, I’d say this is exactly the time. Too many of us are starting to feel so overwhelmed by life, folding our cards and deciding we don’t want to play. To move forward as a planet, more of us need to be flourishing, not just surviving.


Feeling just OK is not making the most of your life. Just because you’re not depressed doesn’t mean you should be grateful and accept feeling “fine”. We need to show the future generations how to enjoy life. As we have got better off in material terms, we seem to get less happy. Until we start to work out how to make more of our time on the planet, depression will continue to rise.


Our relationships are transactions. Emotions are contagious. If we address our feelings of “blah” about life, it will also make for happier homes. Sensitive to mood from birth, children and young people tend to interpret our low moods as a rejection, a sign that we are somehow not happy with them either. Partners who think they have failed us if we don’t like our lives also feel blamed and become detached.


Yes, it feels like we are living in chaotic times. Living the best life we can not only spreads to lovers, family and friends, but also into the world beyond. Whether we have children or not, it’s time to step back think about the emotional legacy we leave behind. What better contribution could we make than role-modelling a joyful, meaningful life?




PART ONE
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What is Anhedonia and why does it happen?




1
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What Does Anhedonia Look Like?


Now that I knew the word for anhedonia, I set out to explore the different ways it could surface in people’s lives. As I was to discover, it can come in many shades and flavours. At the start of this process, one of the most vivid, and perhaps useful descriptions that stuck in my mind came during an early conversation I had with psychotherapist Lohani Noor.


“Remember the moment when Dorothy’s world turns from black and white to technicolour in the Wizard of Oz?”, Lohani asked me. “Then imagine it happening in reverse.”


“It’s like the film,” she explained. “But the other way around. I recognize anhedonia when it walks into my therapy room, and it can be easily confused with depression.


“But there is a distinct nuance in the flavour of anhedonia. While it may well lead to depression – it’s not depression … It can make someone who is suffering with it feel like they are left stranded in a dinghy in the middle of the ocean, drifting further away from the bright lights of joy and laughter.”


I also approached Canadian psychologist Dr Rami Nader who was one of the first to discuss anhedonia as a standalone state on his YouTube channel. His descriptions highlight the sense of loss than can come with it. He notes that you are most likely to notice it first when it dims your love of the activities you used to enjoy the most.


“Say, you used to really enjoy hiking, but now it just feels like a chore. Or when you’re painting you feel no sense of engagement or creativity. It’s just paint on a canvas. Or perhaps you used to love eating out with friends but now the food just doesn’t taste like anything, and the music is just too loud. It can feel like ‘What’s the point of it?’ You may find you have no drive to do any of these things. There’s the loss of pleasure in the activity itself but also there’s also a loss of desire to do it again, so you stop engaging.”


For this reason, Dr Nader also likens anhedonia to “quicksand”. “The more you lose interest or pleasure in the activities you once liked, the worse it gets.”


Or it can be the feelings of overwhelm when your mind and body are so overwhelmed by stress hormones, it feels like it’s closing down. Psychotherapist Phillip Hodson believes anhedonia can also be a defence against the stress of modern life and its many demands: “Emotional sterility is the price we pay.”


It can also be the voice that tells you to dismiss the small moments of joy, or tells you, “Well, I didn’t feel any better after that, so what’s the point?” If we stop looking forward to things, it can start a vortex which fools us into believing nothing will make us feel better.


Feeling more bad than good


Whatever form it comes in, feeling “blah” doesn’t necessarily mean you are depressed. If you have standalone anhedonia, you may not be happy, but you may not miserable either. But you have probably lost delight in the little things. There’s a good chance that often you don’t really want to get out of bed in the morning, but you still do anyway. Anhedonia can make you feel like the balance in your brain has tipped – and boredom, apathy and weariness are drowning out your enjoyment of the good things in life.


As we will hear, there are three parts to anhedonia: 




	You have stopped looking forward to activities. 


	While you are doing them, you don’t enjoy them anymore.


	Afterwards you tend to have a negative memory of them, so you don’t want to do them again. 





No one enjoys life all the time, but if that spiral continues downwards, and you’ve noticed you can’t think of anything that makes you feel good anymore, it’s time to take action. The good news is that if you are not clinically depressed, you won’t need to address negative feelings first, like guilt and shame. These are two of the hallmarks of depression which often need to be tackled with the help of therapy.


To tackle standalone anhedonia, you will need to concentrate on getting all three of these components of your reward system back online. As we will hear, one of the key ways to do this is a technique called Behavioural Activation Therapy, focussing on really noticing the positives of an experience, so it starts to be coded in your brain as fun again.


As you get older, and you’re out, your mind thinks: “Well, this is good. But is there a pile of washing that needs to be done?” Life gradually gets in the way, and you stop living in the moment the way you used to. There’s something carefree about being younger that just sort of ebbs away.


Nina, 42


Think you may be depressed?


We’ve already talked about some of the differences between anhedonia and depression, but what if you are depressed? If you have at least five of the symptoms below nearly every day for two weeks, then you may have Major Depressive Disorder, also known as clinical depression. Take note of the symptoms, but don’t leap to conclusions. Instead, see a medical professional as soon as you can for a proper diagnosis.




	Feelings of low self-esteem, or excessive guilt


	Significant unintentional weight gain or loss or loss of appetite


	Loss of pleasure of all – or nearly all – activities you used to enjoy


	Insomnia or more need to sleep 


	Depressed mood like feeling empty, sad or constantly irritable


	Tiredness or loss of energy





How bad is your “blah”?


So if you don’t meet the criteria for depression, it’s time to pin down what your “blah” feels like, so you can start to tackle it. Look at the following statements to see how many resonate with you:




	When asked how I am, I often struggle to articulate it.


	I can’t easily remember a time recently when I really enjoyed myself.


	I often feel I have to fake having fun.


	Most mornings, I don’t want to get out from under the duvet.


	If I start to feel I might be enjoying myself, I worry that something bad will happen.


	I don’t enjoy my favourite food or music as much as I used to.


	Sex seems a bit pointless.


	I struggle to remember the last time I really laughed.


	If I feel about to have fun, a voice pops up in my head saying: “I’m too old for this” or “This feels uncomfortable”.


	When other people rave about things, I often find it hard to join them there or see what they are appreciating.


	I feel I’m holding myself back or distancing myself during emotional moments.


	I feel irritated by other people around me being too lively and having fun.


	I can’t remember the last time I took part in a hobby or pastime I enjoy.


	I find it difficult to empathize when people tell me they are going through a tough time.


	I am always planning my escape and thinking about the life I really want to live.






Circle the ones what apply to you. As you read the book, you will now be able to home in on the different sections that will help.


I have had depression in the past but anhedonia is different. In depression, I don’t want to do anything at all. When I have anhedonia, I do go out but I don’t get the same buzz. 


Nat, 41


Tracking your anhedonia


Like any mental state, anhedonia is on a spectrum. Like a dimmer switch, it can dull your capacity to experience joy just a little, or a great deal. As you tackle it, the light may turn up imperceptibly so it’s hard to notice the difference. If you’ve been in a state of anhedonia for a while, it can also take a bit of time to notice how your emotional colour palette, just like the one on the cover of this book, is changing.


We are used to measuring our heart rate and weight as a way of tracking our physical health. Even though mental health is the one of the greatest health challenges the world faces, we tend not to track our minds in the same way. Tracking your anhedonia requires doing daily check-ins with yourself. Monitoring your mood will help you to keep an eye on the ups and downs and, by checking in on yourself daily, you will give your brain a better chance of helping itself. The other benefit is that if you have told people you are tackling anhedonia, a visual representation will communicate how you feel to others.


If you’ve ever gone back and re-read an old diary, you will see that we are generally not good at remembering our changing mental states accurately unless we record them. This need only take a couple minutes every day at most, but try to do it at roughly the same time. That way you can start to build a picture of the direction in which your mood is heading. The end of the day is probably the best time because you are likely to be in a calmer place to look back and reflect. As it becomes a habit, you may want to start drilling down and unpacking the reasons you feel certain emotions. Writing a short explanatory note next to your daily mood will help you see cause and effect.


Different methods suit different people. Apart from the obvious choice of getting a mood tracking app, easy and free options include:




	Using a note document on your phone, pick a daily emoji to sum up your mood or simply write a number from one to ten.
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