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How to Use This eBook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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I wrote this book to share practical advice on how to grow your own happiness. It is full of tips and techniques to help increase your wellbeing and life satisfaction, and the many factors that can contribute to improve them, such as gratitude, positivity and resilience.


Each chapter contains an overview of one of the factors to give you an understanding of why it is important, and how it can promote your wellbeing and potentially act as a preventative measure against mental ill-health.


I discuss some scientific research showing the effectiveness of Positive Psychology and why I believe each factor in the book is important. Naturally, there is plenty more to say, but this book will provide more than enough information for you to start to grow your own happiness. The intention is for you to be taken on a journey of discovery, from start to finish, with each chapter building on the last.


Most of the exercises in the book are designed to be repeated. They are fantastic skills that can be learned and developed over time to help change your mindset into one that is beneficial to your wellbeing. They may eventually become part of your way of being and will require little or no effort. I have been running workshops using these techniques for many years and I love seeing people benefit from them, especially if they were unsure or dismissive to start with.


Each chapter can be read on its own and you will undoubtedly benefit from them as separate entities. But there is more benefit in understanding how the different factors affect each other and how they are all interdependent. As you develop one factor, you will also feel benefits in other factors. For example, the more you develop gratitude, the more you will notice your relationships improve. The more you develop positivity, the more you will notice your levels of resilience increase.


I recommend starting at the beginning of the book, focusing on one chapter at a time and spending a while developing each skill before you introduce another. Be careful not to adopt too many new behaviours at once or too quickly, as you may feel overloaded and will be more likely to give up. Ideally, take your time. Imagine the process as layers of concrete – you need to wait for one layer to set before you can add the next layer. Let your new way of being become strong before you add more. You want them all to take hold and support each other.


Throughout the book, there are a number of “Watch Outs”. Think of these as a heads-up on potential pitfalls, common misunderstandings or dead ends that people often go down.


There are many themes running through this book, some of which I repeat in different places. This repetition is evidence of their importance. The most common themes are:
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Don’t worry if, at first, you don’t completely get the themes and threads that reoccur. It is natural to understand them on one level now, and for it to suddenly click, giving you a lightbulb moment when you come to them again later in the book. Once you have finished the book and reflected on it as a whole, you might find moments where all the different threads and interconnected parts link up in your mind – at this point it’s worth coming back and rereading the relevant chapters as they may make sense on an even more profound level.


I hope you feel this book is worthy of a reread, and you refer back to it over time. Never underestimate the power of planting a seed. As Einstein said: “I must be willing to give up what I am in order to become what I will be.” I would add to the end of that sentence “…and want to be.”
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This chapter is an introduction to Positive Psychology, also known as the “Science of Happiness”, the scientific study of wellbeing and happiness. One of the founders of the Positive Psychology movement, Martin Seligman, has defined Positive Psychology as “understanding and facilitating happiness and subjective wellbeing”. Subjective wellbeing is how we view and feel about our own lives.


Positive Psychology also looks at the different factors that help us get through life as individuals or as a group, improving our happiness and wellbeing. And it’s these beneficial factors that we will explore in this book – from gratitude to mindfulness – and show how you can use simple exercises and techniques to introduce them into your life with great results.


Remember, different factors will appeal to different people and it’s best to find out for yourself which ones work best for you; there is no right or wrong. In fact, people often find that, as they change, so do the exercises that appeal to them most.


Allow yourself to be guided by what you like and enjoy doing most and don’t try to force anything. Much like planting a seed, if the conditions are right, the seed will germinate and grow.






What is Happiness?


Happiness can be defined as “a state of wellbeing or contentment, a pleasurable or satisfying experience”. To keep things simple, I will use the word “happiness” throughout the book, but it could be replaced by many other words, such as “wellbeing”, “life satisfaction”, “contentment”, “harmony”, “joy” or “fulfilment”. Use whatever word is right for you. Words mean different things to different people, and it is not the specific word that is important but the essence of what is behind it.
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HEDONIC VS EUDAIMONIC HAPPINESS


The ancient Greek philosophers Aristippus and Aristotle believed that there were two types of happiness: hedonic and eudaimonic.


Broadly speaking, hedonic happiness is about getting as much pleasure as possible while avoiding negative emotions where you can. It is usually associated with short-term thinking, for example, getting drunk and having a good night out, without thinking about the long-term consequences.


Eudaimonic happiness leads to contentment through doing something with purpose and meaning. This type of happiness is associated with thinking in the long term – for example, the sense of life satisfaction that comes with getting closer to your life goals.


To make sure they both have a positive effect on you, and those around you, try thinking in the long term for both hedonic and eudaimonic happiness. In other words, enjoy yourself but be mindful of the long-term consequences of your actions. For example, enjoy buying a new piece of clothing but accept that the buzz won’t necessarily last.


Eudaimonic happiness helps you keep your overall sense of life satisfaction and wellbeing at a good level and one that remains fairly stable despite life’s inevitable ups and downs. Hedonic happiness has peaks and troughs according to your personal circumstances. Ideally, you will achieve a healthy balance between the two types of happiness – hedonic and eudaimonic.






What Determines Happiness?


Through extensive research, Positive Psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky has concluded that our happiness is determined by three different factors: our genes, our circumstances and our intentional activity (what we think, do and say).


GENETIC FACTORS


Sonja Lyubomirsky believes that 50 per cent of our happiness is determined by our genes; in other words, we are born a pessimist or an optimist – it is set. This 50 per cent is not something we can necessarily change (our ability to affect our genes is discussed here), but the remainder we certainly can.
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OUR CIRCUMSTANCES


Our circumstances in life, for example, the conditions into which we are born, where we live and so on, determine 10 per cent of our happiness. However, this is the part that most people overestimate – we can spend a lot of our lives believing if we get a new car, a new place to live and more money, then we would be happier. The research tells us differently. This is why when people win the lottery, their happiness level often ends up the same as it was before they won (and sadly, some people even end up with their happiness lower than it was before).


Similarly, if people suffer a life-changing accident or ill-health then their happiness can return to the same level as before. Wherever your happiness level is before an event, whether “good” or “bad”, it usually returns to that point, although the amount of time it takes to return to the same level does vary.


People can vastly overestimate the impact of big events, whether good or bad. Of course, it is possible to achieve greater happiness and life satisfaction after a major event, and the ability to go beyond your original base level is discussed in the Resilience chapter.



Things vs Experience


Winning the lottery is an example of a life-changing event – and it is common to believe that suddenly becoming rich will make us happy. But we adapt to new circumstances more quickly than we think, and return to the same level of happiness or life satisfaction as before we had our big win. This is known as “hedonic adaptation”.


I am not suggesting you never buy another dress or car, or whatever it is that you enjoy, but do recognize that the sense of happiness and joy will be relatively short lived. It’s important to see this so you can avoid getting stuck on the “hedonic treadmill”, where you are constantly shifting your focus to the next thing. For example, thinking about what you are going to buy next as soon as the feeling has worn off from your last big purchase.


Many people fall into this trap and it’s easy to see why – we are surrounded by advertising for the latest phones, trainers and so on. This means it’s easy to buy too much stuff we don’t actually need. This is known as “stuffocation” and leads to cupboards full of toys that are hardly played with, and clothes and shoes that are barely worn. It’s bad for our happiness as well as for the planet – overconsumption has a huge environmental impact both in the production and disposal of the goods.
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However, James Wallman, the creator of the term “stuffocation”, believes social media has helped to move our focus from material things to our experiences. Before social media, the things we bought were more visible – for example, people would wear their new watch for all to see. But now social media allows us to post photos of our holidays or evenings out and this means experiences are now perceived as more valuable than ever.


This shift could be a good thing because more life satisfaction is gained from experiences than from material things. However, there is a greater risk of making comparisons, which can lead to people feeling unhappy with what they are doing with their own life. This is how fear of missing out (FOMO) arises. Happily, this can be overcome through the practice of gratitude.



INTENTIONAL ACTIVITY


Sonja Lyubomirsky believes that the final 40 per cent of our happiness is determined by what we think, do and say. And the good news is, we can have complete control over this amount. While we cannot affect our genetic makeup, and may or may not be able to affect our circumstances, we can definitely affect how we think and behave, thereby increasing our happiness and wellbeing.




This is the focus of this book – how we can affect our thinking and behaviour to increase our life satisfaction by up to a massive 40 per cent.





These are not temporary fixes – you can permanently grow your own happiness if you choose to practise the exercises in this book. It’s all about being empowered to take control, to learn and develop the skills you need to take charge of your own wellbeing.





Try It Out:
How to Gain Maximum Happiness


You can increase your enjoyment of any experience by doing the three following things:


1. When planning an experience – for example, a holiday – imagine actually going there, so you start to enjoy the experience before you have even left the room. Our power of visualization is so strong that our brains don’t distinguish between what we visualize and what we actually do. This is why sportspeople often use visualization to help them achieve their goals.


2. Be present while the experience is actually taking place. Don’t fall into the trap of letting your mind drift. Be conscious of whether you are in the moment or whether you are thinking about work or an argument you had with your partner. You could be missing the fact that you’re in peaceful, beautiful surroundings. We will look at this more in the Mindfulness chapter.


3. After the event you can enjoy it all over again each time you look at photos, tell stories about what happened and reminisce – even years later, talking and thinking about it can bring back all the happy feelings.









Why Be Happy?


“Why care about happiness?” might seem like a silly question and, in some ways, it is because happiness is one of the things we all want. Not many things are universal, but the human desire to be happy is one of them.


However, when something is so common, it often becomes overlooked. We almost dismiss it as “Yes of course I want to be happy, doesn’t everyone?” Then we strive for things that we believe will make us happy and put all our focus and energy into those things. The wonder of Positive Psychology is that it studies what can actually make us happy and how we can develop and maintain it.


So far, Positive Psychology has not come up with the answers we were expecting – we now know money and possessions do not bring happiness, nor does your state of health or where you live. In other words, your state of wellbeing can be good or bad, irrespective of these things. What we now understand is that happiness is not just a nice thing to have and something that we all want; we know that happiness has a further-reaching effect than we could ever have imagined. See here for some of the benefits of happiness.
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Are You at the Starting Line?


Are you able to cover your basic needs, such as food, clothes and a roof over your head, for yourself and any dependants you may have? I am not saying that you need these things in order to develop your happiness, but it can be more of a struggle if you are under a significant level of stress.


I am speaking from experience – 30 years ago, I was pregnant and homeless (see here). I assure you that you can get yourself out of any situation you may find yourself in if you choose to do so. But it is vital to believe that you can change and have the determination, tenacity and resilience to keep going even when things are really tough.


Before you read any further, it will help to establish whether Positive Psychology and the exercises in this book will be helpful to you right now or whether you might need the help of a regular psychologist or therapist to improve your wellbeing and get you closer to the “starting line”.


The Positive Psychology exercises in this book will be helpful in whatever situation you might find yourself but, in my experience of working with people, if you are in deep depression for example, you might find it difficult to engage with the exercises. If this is the case, then contact your doctor or find a therapist who can help you improve your mental health using regular psychology techniques. In time, you will be ready and at the starting line to try the happiness techniques in this book.


Positive Psychologists vs Regular Psychologists


Positive Psychologists focus on happiness, wellbeing and functioning at your best, whereas regular psychologists can help better when something goes wrong on a psychological level, such as depression, anxiety or relationship problems. In short, both use techniques developed from the scientific study of the human mind, how it functions and why we behave in the ways we do, but they focus on different ends of the same scale.






The Mental Health Scale


To find out where you are right now in terms of happiness, try the Happiness Questionnaire. This will give you an indication of where you are on the scale of mental health.
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Most people are somewhere between –6 and +6, that is neither depressed nor functioning at their best. If you fall within this range, Positive Psychology could definitely help you improve your wellbeing.


If it’s –7 or below, talk to your doctor or find a psychotherapist or counsellor to help. If it’s +7 or more, try the exercises in the book to get you even further up the scale and share your happiness with others – as discussed in the Relationships chapter. Happiness is contagious so please pass it on!



Happiness Questionnaire


Listed here are some statements about happiness. Note down how much you agree or disagree with each one, according to the scale below.


THE STATEMENTS:


A I like who I am


B Life is rewarding most of the time


C I wake up feeling rested


D I am optimistic about the future


E I think the world is a good place


F I have a group of good friends


G I enjoy my job


H I am happy


I I have a positive effect on others


J My life is not too busy and I have time for myself


K I feel I am in control of my life


L I often enjoy life


M I have a sense of meaning and purpose in my life


N I have fun with other people


O I take care of my wellbeing


P I have happy memories of the past


SCORE:


1 – strongly disagree


2 – moderately disagree


3 – slightly disagree


4 – slightly agree


5 – moderately agree


6 – strongly agree


Now add up all the scores to give yourself an overall measure of happiness.



Interpreting Your Score on the Happiness Questionnaire


Whatever your score, the good news is there are lots of skills you can use to increase your happiness level.


Between 16 and 32


This is the equivalent of –10 to –7 on the mental health scale.


This is a very low level of happiness. Are you aware of what’s causing your unhappiness? Are you getting help for how you are feeling? Start by seeking professional help and reaching out to ask for support from family and friends.


Between 33 and 48


This is the equivalent of –6 to –3 on the mental health scale.


This is a low level of happiness, indicating that life may be tough for you right now and you are struggling to find things to feel happy or positive about. The exercises in this book will help – perhaps there’s someone you could do the exercises with? It might help to find someone to support you and share your happiness journey.


Between 49 and 64


This is the equivalent of –2 to +2 on the mental health scale.


This is an average level of happiness, indicating moderate happiness and someone who is fairly satisfied with life. It is time to embrace the exercises within the book and propel yourself onto the positive side of the scale to increase your happiness. Try to surround yourself with supportive, encouraging people and enjoy the journey together.



Between 65 and 80



This is the equivalent of +3 to +6 on the mental health scale.


This is a good level of happiness. You are happy with life and probably able to hold on to a certain level of happiness even when life is difficult. You are likely to be open and ready to take on the happiness exercises to let yourself really flourish.


Between 81 and 96


This is the equivalent of +7 to +10 on the mental health scale.


This is an excellent level of happiness. There are lots of benefits to being this happy, not only for yourself but also for those around you. Your life satisfaction, creativity, health and relationships will all benefit. Practise the exercises in this book to cement your wellbeing, so it remains high despite what life may throw at you. You might even want to set up a happiness group to share your happiness and help others achieve the same level of wellbeing – helping others further increases our own happiness too.






Getting Ready to Begin


It’s best to be honest with yourself to help remove any barriers to success that you may have. Answering the following questions will help you start to recognize some of your barriers:





• What would it mean if you were happy – what might you gain and what might you lose?


• What is the advantage of staying how you are?


• Do you struggle with self-esteem, lack of confidence or self-compassion?


• Are you consumed by negative emotions such as fear, anxiety, anger or resentment?


• Are you ready to change?


• Do you want change?


• Do you believe change is possible?


A great deal can depend on the power of your beliefs; if you think you can change you will, if you don’t think you can, then you won’t – it is completely up to you. This doesn’t mean it’s hard work, though, but it does take some awareness of the choices you are making, and enough respect for yourself to keep going.


Remember, this book focuses on how to grow your own happiness. These are things that need to be put into practice and applied to daily life. The idea is to keep going until it becomes effortless, until it has become a new way of being. In other words, until you create great new habits.


ACQUIRING NEW HABITS


Our current behaviour, especially if we have been repeating it for years, will have become a habit, whether it is a way of reacting to, thinking about or doing a certain thing. As we go from repeating old habits (point A), to acquiring new ones (point B), we are in transition. During this phase we need to be aware that we are breaking old habits and creating new ones. When we get to point B and our new behaviour has finally become habit, we will realize that we are automatically responding and reacting in ways that we have been striving for, with little or no conscious effort.


Sometimes we are so used to our ways of being that we don’t even question them, we accept them as though we have no choice. “This is just the way I am” is a common phrase. However, we do have choice. We can change and we have the power to increase our life satisfaction.



WHAT IS YOUR MINDSET?


Part of knowing that greater happiness is possible comes from understanding the difference between having a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. Psychologist Carol Dweck coined the term “growth mindset” following years of research into understanding both ways of thinking. A person with a fixed mindset believes that character, intelligence and creativity are fixed, that they will not, or cannot, really change in any big way. A person with a fixed mindset often measures “success” with things such as academic achievements and awards. This leads to their self-esteem and self-worth going up or down as they fail or achieve these standards.


However, because their self-worth is so closely connected with success or failure, there is also likely to be a fear of failure, thus creating a potential barrier to learning and developing.
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Fear of failure holds back a person’s desire to try something new, to step out of their comfort zone. The goal becomes about avoiding failure rather than learning something new and developing. This is particularly so if you see failure as a reflection of your lack of self-worth and you are trying to avoid all the unpleasant feelings that go with that feeling. We look at this more in the Relationships chapter.


A person with a growth mindset enjoys learning and challenges, seeing “failure” as a sign that they need to develop and practise more to be able to “succeed”. Failure to them is not an indication of their lack of intelligence and self-worth.


Growth-mindset people have a passion for learning and developing, whereas fixed-mindset people are prone to craving approval, resulting in a lifetime of trying to prove and validate themselves, which is exhausting and never-ending.


Dweck did a study with four-year-old children, who were given the choice to redo an easy puzzle or try a harder one. The children with the fixed mindset chose to redo the same puzzle, as they wanted to succeed in order to appear and/or feel smart, whereas the growth-mindset children chose the harder puzzle as they wanted to stretch themselves and become smarter.



LEARN FROM THE SETBACKS


It will come as no surprise when I say that breaking old habits and making new ones is not always a straight journey from A to B. In fact, more often than not, it is like a series of loops.


If you encounter setbacks while you are trying to break habits, it’s important that you recognize that it is all part of learning and moving forward – it does not mean that you have “failed” and are back at the start.


Those setbacks can actually be good for you, as they can reinforce your learning, determination and resilience. If a journey is too easy, then we tend not to appreciate it or learn very much, as it does not set us up for using those skills in the future when life is difficult. Setbacks give us a sense of achievement that comes from conquering something difficult and moving forward, as opposed to repeating the same old patterns. So learn to welcome the challenges and take them on like the heroine or hero that you are!




Try It Out:
See for Yourself


Try the suggestions in this book for at least two months and then make your own judgement about whether they are beneficial to your life, health and relationships.






The Benefits of Happiness



Happiness is more than just feeling good, it has many beneficial consequences. Happiness can help improve:


Your physical health


• Lowers risk of heart disease by decreasing heart rate and blood pressure


• Strengthens the immune system


• Increases longevity


Your mental health


• Lowers stress levels


• Aids quicker recovery from stressful situations


• Counteracts negative emotions


• Increases resilience


Your relationships with others


• Improves friendships


• Helps build stronger relationships, partnerships or marriages


• Leads to better parenting


Your performance at work


• Increases productivity


• Improves chances of increasing sales


• Improves career opportunities and increased income


Your general wellbeing


• Increases creativity


• Creates a broader, more open mind


• Increases mental flexibility


• Helps maintain healthy behaviour


• Increases life satisfaction


• Improves optimism and hope


• Increases posititvity






My Path to Happiness


I was born and raised in West London. I had wonderful parents, whom I have always admired greatly – my mother has Indian heritage and my father was from East London. I also have an older brother; we are blessed to have such a close and loving family.
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