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Advance Praise for New Happy


“There is a Chinese proverb that goes: ‘If you want happiness for an hour, take a nap. If you want happiness for a day, go fishing. If you want happiness for a year, inherit a fortune. If you want happiness for a lifetime, help somebody.’ New Happy takes this saying and backs it up with digestible data and actionable next steps. We all deserve a lifetime of happiness, and New Happy shows us how that’s achievable if we stop doing the things that will never make us happy and focus on what will. New Happy is a must-read guide to getting our happy on.”


—Shannon Watts, founder of Moms Demand Action and author of Fight Like a Mother: How a Grassroots Movement Took on the Gun Lobby Why Women Will Change the World


“A much-needed, practical, and human book about dignity, possibility, and connection. This is the book we need right now.”


—Seth Godin, author of The Song of Significance


“Stephanie Harrison offers a great gift to readers both by exposing the lies we all too often buy into that keep us from experiencing true happiness, and by reminding us that we matter, that we are of infinite value and our connections with one another are so very important. You will be thankful that you read this book.”


—The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church and author of Love Is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling Times


“New Happy will give you a new positive outlook on life with a greater sense of purpose.”


—Dr. Temple Grandin, author of Visual Thinking: The Hidden Gifts of People Who Think in Pictures, Patterns, and Abstraction




To those who want to be happy
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Introduction: 
My Story


I don’t know how long I lay there, curled up in a ball on my bedroom floor, crying. It was 2013, and I could see a sliver of the sun setting as darkness softly spread across New York City. It felt like the darkness was spreading within me, too.


And then, out of nowhere, I felt a new and very different emotion. I felt curious.


It was very curious that I was so deeply, desperately unhappy. Because everyone had told me that I was doing all of the right things, all of the things that would make me happy.


But in reality, I was unbearably lonely. I had daily panic attacks, developed a stress-induced autoimmune disease, and felt an overwhelming sense of hopelessness almost every day.


“I wonder why that is,” I thought. Then I went back to crying.


I did not know that this moment of curiosity would end up changing my life forever.


Since I was little, I have wanted to be happy. Yet no matter how hard I tried, happiness always eluded me. It felt like I was always chasing something that was just around the corner, contingent upon the next achievement:


“If you can be better looking …


“If you can be thinner …


“If you can get good grades …


“If you can make lots of friends …


“If you can get people to like you …


“If you can please everyone …


“If you can get into the right school …


“If you can get the best job …


“If you can be the best at that job …


“If you can do more, more, more …


… then you will be happy.”


Did I listen to the whispers? You bet I did. Did I strive for more, more, more? I did, and then some. It seemed like an irrevocable law: achieve these things and then you will be happy. I could see that the law was working for everyone else, with their jobs and partners and parties and smiles. Obviously, they had figured out something that I hadn’t. There had to be something wrong with me.


I doubled down on my beliefs, trying even harder to become the perfect person who achieved all of the approved goals in a flawless manner at exactly the right time. Any day now, I was sure of it, things would change. And while my life—getting into a great university, excelling in my classes, landing a prestigious job, living in a nice apartment—became something that other people applauded and celebrated, it never made me happy.


I kept looking around the corner. Surely my happiness was waiting for me after the next achievement. My problem was that I was in the wrong job, or I wasn’t getting promoted fast enough, or I lived in the wrong place. If I kept working hard enough and achieved this perfect existence, I would be able to stop running and finally be happy.


That spark of curiosity during my weepy eureka moment on my bedroom floor was the first time I ever questioned my deepest belief about what happiness was and how to pursue it. It was time to throw out my old playbook and try something new.


Slowly, I started making changes in my life: moving from New York to San Francisco, finding a more meaningful job, and cultivating healthier relationships. And I started studying happiness, reading everything I could to understand where I had gone wrong. I kept wondering: Was I alone in chasing after a completely misguided definition of happiness, or was this something that other people had experienced, too?


As it happened, my existential crisis coincided with the rise of a new academic discipline, positive psychology, which studied human happiness. In 2015, I enrolled in a master’s program at the University of Pennsylvania (apparently still intent on getting into the right school), where I wrote a thesis arguing that we had gotten our definition of happiness all wrong. I proposed a new definition, one that was grounded in the pursuit of love, service, and our common humanity. It was the beginning of the book that you hold in your hands now.


After completing my degree, I planned to continue my research by pursuing a PhD in psychology. But life had other plans for me.


In the winter of 2017, I met and fell madly, head over heels in love with a man named Alex. He was an artist, a designer, an athlete, a visionary; passionate, kind, and brilliant. I had never met anyone before who was so alive. Alex crackled with energy, possessed by an overwhelming desire to use every minute well. Just before we met, he had rekindled his childhood passion for skateboarding. He’d sneak out of bed at 5 a.m. to go practice, climbing the wire fence to get into the still-closed skatepark as the sun was coming up. Three hours later, I’d wake up and find him bounding back into the apartment, drenched in sweat and full of joy. Like me, he dreamed of a better world. We would spend our weekends walking around San Francisco, drinking too many cups of coffee, and planning how we would make our world a more beautiful place.


And then, less than a year after we met, Alex got sick. I don’t mean sick with the flu. He was sick with something mysterious and undiagnosable, something no doctor could figure out.


Alex went from being a healthy, independent man to someone who couldn’t care for himself in any way. During the next four years, we experienced a series of escalating heartbreaks. He went from exercising and skateboarding seven days a week to being unable to walk around the block, to being unable to leave the apartment, to being unable to get out of bed. I have never seen someone fight harder to get well, to keep his job, and to merely persevere through each day. Eventually, he was left spending his days lying alone in the dark, unable to bear another human being’s presence, subjected to never-ending physical pain and a fatigue that was so crushing, all he could do was try to keep existing. His body was present, but the Alex I knew and loved had disappeared.


I was so naive. I thought that if you went to the doctor with an illness, they would find a way to fix you. It turns out it doesn’t work that way if you have a chronic, mysterious illness here in the United States.


My plan to pursue a PhD faded away as I became Alex’s full-time caregiver, medical detective, and advocate. Instead of pursuing my own studies, I spent my nights researching rare diseases. On lunch breaks I pored through online medical forums, managed Alex’s dizzying array of medications, and cold-emailed strangers who were equally lost in the wilderness of their own medical mysteries. On my vacation days I took Alex to doctors with eight-month waiting lists and begged them for their help, only to be met with confusion or outright disbelief that a healthy young man could find himself declining in this way. Alex was told that it was all in his head, that if he be came more positive and forced himself to exercise, he’d eventually “get back to normal.” I was laughed at by doctors who rolled their eyes at my binder of test results, requests for specific exams, and chronology of his symptoms.


Each month brought new drugs and experimental treatments but no answers. And each day I watched helplessly as the man I loved wasted away.


THE NEW HAPPY


I was engaged in an uphill struggle to save Alex’s life. The reality of this made my previous challenges back in New York seem like child’s play.


But now, five years later, something was different: I had my new set of beliefs and tools, and I realized they were good for life’s ups and downs. I had learned a new definition of happiness academically; now life was giving me a chance to put that knowledge to the test. It turned out that it worked not only in scientific studies, but in the real world, too. In the midst of suffering, at what, by any external measure, was a low point of my life, I was able to find happiness—albeit a fundamentally different kind of happiness from the version my younger self had sought.


It was shocking to compare my 2013 self, who had everything going “right” and yet felt lost, miserable, and isolated, to my 2018 self, who had everything going “wrong” and yet felt far more peace, joy, and purpose.


I felt like I was onto something. My next, and most important, question was: Would this philosophy work for others?


In 2018, I took my graduate thesis and started The New Happy as a free weekly newsletter, sharing insights, tips, and stories. The first email went to about seventeen people.


Slowly, I kept writing, and slowly, people kept subscribing. As I sent The New Happy out into the world, I got the answer to my question. I was not alone—not at all. People everywhere were tired of chasing an empty definition of happiness that left them even less fulfilled. Like me, they were hungry for something different. The incredible response gave me a purpose.


By 2020, Alex had become so ill that caring for him had become a full-time job. I decided to leave my role as director of learning at Thrive Global, where I was leading the development of programs that helped employees at the world’s biggest companies be healthy and happy.


I tried my best to see it as an opportunity: in the space around my caregiving role, I could spend more time helping people through The New Happy. It was three months into the pandemic, and people were struggling. I decided to take all I had discovered and share it, in every medium I could—writing articles, making art, starting a podcast, delivering training programs—all delivered for free to anyone who needed it.


In truth, I needed it for myself, too. Everything I created was helping me as much as it was helping others. I wrote and sketched in doctor’s offices and hospitals and before and after injecting Alex with drugs and tracking his symptoms. I jotted down ideas on my phone with one hand, while I used the other to hold his hand at his bedside. I came up with tools to use for my darkest days and passed them on in hopes that others would find them useful. Alex helped me along the way, too, in the few moments of health he had, fighting to contribute even as he struggled to get through each day. Whenever I wanted to give up, I thought about how, in the depths of such suffering, he still tried to help make the world better in some way.


The New Happy grew beyond my wildest dreams. It became a thriving community of nearly a million people (many of whose stories are shared in these pages) but also a bigger movement striving to create collective happiness in the world around us. Our work has been used in elementary and high schools, universities, homes, prisons, governments, companies, hospitals, treatment centers, and therapy offices all over the world.


Here’s what I now know for sure: you have the power to change your life and find lasting happiness.


WHAT YOU WILL LEARN


In this book, you’ll find a step-by-step guide to the New Happy philosophy of happiness.


Philosophy is a big word. It might conjure up images of someone sitting alone in a library pondering deep thoughts or a high-minded ideal that’s impossible for the average person to embody. That is not what you’ll find in this book. The New Happy philosophy is a way of living. It’s something you do, and it’s accessible for each and every one of us. You might be surprised to discover that New Happy is so easy to live and yet can have a disproportionately powerful impact on your happiness.


A quick word about my approach. It’s based in interdisciplinary scholarship, a method I was trained in as an undergraduate student at New York University. You define a core topic or key question—in this case, it is “How can we find lasting happiness?”—and then explore it from different perspectives.


This approach can lead to fascinating new insights because it breaks the traditional academic norm. Usually, we look at topics through narrow lenses: when a psychologist looks at happiness, they primarily focus on the individual; when a sociologist looks at happiness, they focus on the environment; when an economist looks at happiness, they focus on work and income; and so on. This is an excellent way to delve deeply into specific topics.


But for a subject like happiness, I think we need to take a step back and look at the bigger picture. I believe one of the reasons we’re struggling so much with happiness is because we have been neglecting this complexity. To get a fuller picture, I’ve studied and incorporated the findings of experts in sociology, philosophy, psychology, economics, history, anthropology, religion, education, biology, social work, art, literature, business, design, and politics. In fact, this book has so many hundreds of references that we couldn’t print them at the end—they would have made the book far too long! Please visit thenewhappy.com/bookreferences, where you can review the references, read detailed notes, and find additional reading recommendations.


The philosophy I’ll be describing in this book might feel both bold and familiar at the same time. It’s bold because it’s very different from what we have been told. It’s familiar because it is aligned with our deepest nature.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I have one request for you as you read. And one wish.


First, my request: You probably found this book in your bookstore or library’s self-help section (which, as you’ll discover later, is ironic). This tells me that you’re a person who wants to be happy. It also tells me that you’re someone with an open mind, a person who wants to grow and transform. Some of the ideas in this book don’t merely run counter to what we’ve been taught; they’re ones that the powers of our society don’t want us to even think about. Please explore these ideas and test them out for yourself. You know what is best for you. I hope you’ll take this philosophy and make it your own.


And my wish: My greatest, most wildly ambitious wish is that this book rings a bell inside you. I hope that bell peals so loudly that it shakes all of the false messages from where they have settled in the rafters of your heart and they come crashing down once and for all. I hope there, in the open space that remains, you discover what happiness truly means to you.





PART ONE




The Happiness Myth
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How We Got It All So Wrong


There was once a man who wanted to be happy.


His childhood had been difficult. His parents didn’t seem to love him. His father, especially, was cruel to him, constantly pointing out all of the ways in which he was not good enough. At school, he was left out and teased. He escaped into his favorite books, looking for comfort in their heroic tales and fantastic realms. He was determined that one day, when he was grown up, he’d leave behind all this pain and be happy.


First, he had to figure out how to do that. He looked at the world around him to learn what he needed to do to be happy, and the answer was clear: become successful, powerful, and wealthy.


He began working very hard, quickly becoming a leader in his business. His choices had a cost, though. His mind would spin, day and night, tossing his worries around and around: Was he doing enough? How could he get more? His fiancée eventually broke up with him, tiring of his growing obsession. He justified his choices to himself: “Soon, I will get there, and then I will be happy, and then I can make it up to everyone.”


He miserably pursued happiness.


Yet no matter how hard he worked and how much he gained, happiness eluded him. His pain made him angry, mean, and cynical, and as time passed, he grew more and more isolated.
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Every single one of us wants to find happiness. It is at the center of everything we do.





But then, one day many years later, a miracle happened. He woke up, and he was happy!


What happened? Did he finally “get there,” achieving the specific, elusive level of success that would guarantee happiness?


Or was it something else? If so, what could possibly change this man’s life, after so many years of misery, in such a powerful way?


HAPPINESS DRIVES EVERYTHING WE DO


We all want to be happy: this man, you, me, and everyone we know.


Happiness is the single most important goal in a human being’s life. It drives everything you do. Every goal you set. Every decision you make. Every action you take. They all ladder up to it, seeking a way to make you happier, whether it’s in the short term or the long term:




	The breakfast you picked up this morning


	The job you’re interviewing for


	The exercise program you’re starting


	The person you’re dating


	Your weekend plans


	Your career aspirations


	Your big life goals





They all promise happiness in some form or another. It’s like we’re being guided by a compass inside us, one that is always pointed toward our version of true north—happiness.


In one study across forty-seven nations, students ranked happiness as “extraordinarily important,’’ the single most important goal in their life.


In our brains, circuits help us pursue what we think will make us happy. When we want something, our brain kicks off a motivational process that compels us to set out and pursue it. When we get that thing, we experience a surge of positive, pleasurable feelings. Over time, this process teaches us that certain things reliably will make us feel good, thus inspiring us to want to pursue them again.


People show up in therapy and say, “I just want to be happy.” Parents describe their dearest hope for their children as, “I want them to be happy.” We say it to ourselves when we’re trying to make a decision: “What choice will make me happy?”


This validates what William James, the father of American psychology, wrote back in 1902: “How to gain, how to keep, how to recover happiness is in fact for most men at all times the secret motive for all they do.”


Up until now, your happiness compass has probably been invisible to you. If you take a step back from your daily behaviors and choices, though, you can start to notice it. The best way to do it is to get in touch with your inner toddler and ask yourself, “Why did I make that decision?”


Say you’re frustrated at work and thinking about leaving your job.




	Why are you considering that? Because it is creating a lot of stress in your life.


	Why is it creating stress for you? Because the job is not a good fit for you.


	Why isn’t it a good fit for you? Because you’re not getting to do what you’re best at.


	Why do you want to do what you’re best at? Because you think it will make you happy.





Or imagine that you’re trying to choose what to do after high school.




	Why do you want to go to college? Because it will help you learn a valuable skill.


	Why do you want to learn a valuable skill? Because it will help you get a good job after graduating.


	Why do you want to get a good job after graduating? Because it will help you earn lots of money.


	Why do you want to earn lots of money? Because you will be able to buy all of the things that you want.


	
Why do you want to buy all of the things that you want? Because it will make you happy.





Eventually, if you ask “Why?” enough times, you will hit the deepest, driving desire: happiness. As the French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal said, “All men seek happiness. This is without exception. Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end. The cause of some going to war and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended with different views.”


Yet despite happiness being our most important goal, so many of us are unhappy. Studies find that Americans are the unhappiest they’ve been in fifty years. One in three Americans are lonely. Twenty percent of Americans are dealing with a mental illness, and in one recent survey, 76 percent of working Americans reported at least one symptom of a mental health condition. Between 2000 and 2018, suicide rates grew by 35 percent.


If the pursuit of happiness drives every single thing that we do, why are we so miserable?


YOUR DEFINITION OF HAPPINESS


To answer this question, let’s return to the man from the beginning of this chapter. You have met him before and heard his story many times, only told in a different way.


This man’s name is Ebenezer Scrooge. He’s the famously miserable man who spreads gloom all around him but who is, deep down, someone who just wants to be happy, like you and me.


Scrooge’s only problem was that he had a bad definition of happiness. It led him to make choices that made himself and others miserable.


You might be wondering what a definition of happiness is and how changing it could possibly have such a huge impact. You’d be right to do so, given it’s something we rarely discuss. Before that day crying on my bedroom floor, I wouldn’t have known how I defined happiness either. My definition was so embedded that I took it for granted as the truth. It never once occurred to me that it was an idea, something that could be changed.


Our definition is so important because happiness is a fuzzy, vague concept. We all know what it feels like, but it’s not something we can point to, like a chair or a flower or a snail. Philosophers and scientists have been squabbling over what happiness is for thousands of years, proposing hundreds of different definitions.


When you look up happiness in the dictionary, the word is defined as “a state of well-being and contentment.” Not helpful. If happiness drives everything we do, we need to have an idea of what will lead to this state.


In the absence of a clear definition, we look to the world to tell us what happiness is. This definition gets documented in our own personal dictionary of beliefs:


This will make me happy.


From there, this definition guides all of the decisions that you make and the actions that you take in your lifelong pursuit of happiness.


When Scrooge’s dead business partner, Jacob Marley, and the three ghosts visited him on Christmas, he was shocked into realizing how wrong his definition of happiness was.


He suddenly could see it all so clearly. The path of money and success—pursuits stemming from a deep place of not feeling good enough, which lead to isolation—would never make him happy. If he continued living in this way, he would die alone and unloved, a loss only remarked upon with exclamations of relief.


Desperately, Scrooge pleaded with the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, “Assure me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown me, by an altered life!”


Scrooge was given a second chance. He took it. He woke up and began living in a brand-new way. His neighbors didn’t recognize him because no one had ever seen him smiling. With one choice, he changed his whole life, and he went from being the most miserable man around to becoming “as good a friend, as good a master, and as good a man, as the good old city knew, or any other good old city, town, or borough, in the good old world.”
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Society has distorted our understanding of happiness, convincing us to pursue all of the wrong things.





We know this story as a fable, but I think we should look at it in another light: a cautionary tale. When I ask people about how they were taught to define happiness, I get remarkably similar answers. Scrooge just took them to the extreme.


The world has told us that happiness comes from:




	Being perfect, or as close to it as possible


	Making more and more money


	Acquiring more and more stuff


	Conforming to the prescribed path


	Working harder and harder (and never resting or slowing down)


	Gaining fame, popularity, and acclaim


	Competing against other people (and winning)





This is Old Happy—our society’s broken definition of happiness that is, in fact, the very source of our deep unhappiness.


As it turns out, none of these things make us happy. Studies show that perfectionism is a leading cause of depression and anxiety. The more you value getting lots of stuff, the more your well-being decreases. Overworking significantly harms your physical and mental health. Denying who you really are and what matters to you leads to ill-being. The pursuit of goals like fame and fortune often prevents you from fulfilling your true psychological needs of authenticity and connection. Viewing life as a competition increases stress and loneliness.


In a recent podcast interview, Shaquille O’Neal—one of the most recognizable figures in sports and culture, whose long list of accomplishments includes multiple National Basketball Association (NBA) most valuable player (MVP) honors and four NBA championships—described an extreme manifestation of Old Happy: “I live in a thirty-thousand-square-foot house by myself. You don’t think I know I messed up?”


If you’re wondering whether Old Happy has infiltrated your life, see if any of these statements from our community members resonate with you:


“I never feel like I’m good enough.”


“I got what I thought I wanted. I still feel miserable.”


“I never let myself take breaks or rest.”


“It feels like I’m pretending to be someone I’m not.”


“I feel so lonely all of the time.”


“Am I the only one who is secretly miserable but pretending not to be?”


“I’m doing what I’m ‘supposed’ to do. Why isn’t it working?”


We build our lives around the pursuit of Old Happy. We push ourselves harder and harder to achieve it. We craft a culture that encourages, incentivizes, and forces it. And, tragically, many of us die having never really been happy, sold a false bill of goods but holding out hope until the end that somehow, we’ll “get there.”


However, like Scrooge, we can change our definition before it’s too late. I’m here to be the Ghost of Happiness Yet to Come, to show you how your definition of happiness might be leading you astray and to give you the tools, science, and support to redefine happiness and live the life you deserve.


LASTING HAPPINESS IS POSSIBLE


For the last ten years, one question has consumed me: What is a better definition of happiness? As I read thousands of academic studies and hundreds of books by philosophers and theologians and artists and leaders, I traced two threads that appeared again and again: you need to be yourself, and you need to give of yourself.


I discovered that same message, written in different words by different people. For example, Mary Shelley, the author of Frankenstein, wrote, “There is but one solution to the intricate riddle of life, to improve ourselves and contribute to the happiness of others.”


In every tradition and discipline, people were describing it. Marie Curie, winner of two Nobel Prizes, wrote, “Each of us must work for his own improvement, and at the same time share a general responsibility for all humanity, our particular duty being to aid those to whom we think we can be most useful.”


Our most beloved leaders and cherished icons championed it, as when Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Those who are not looking for happiness are the most likely to find it, because those who are searching forget that the surest way to be happy is to seek happiness for others.”


I traced these threads through the science, too. Studies show that using your unique strengths makes you feel happier, helps you grow, and offers a venue for self-expression. People who are connected to others live longer, happier lives. Integrating the two leads to a sense of meaning and purpose, makes an impact on the world, and provides you with the feeling that your life matters.


Here was the answer to my question: to be happy, discover who you are and share yourself in ways that help other people. This is the path to happiness, and I call it New Happy.


In some ways, it’s not really new. Many years ago, people like Aristotle and the Buddha were advocating for something similar. However, not only were their ideas hard enough to apply at the time, but our world has changed dramatically since then. They also didn’t have access to what we have: the wonders of modern science, which have helped us confirm many of their insights but also take them much, much further. The New Happy philosophy has been shaped by their wisdom but is grounded in modern research and expanded to address our real-life needs.


Contrary to what we’ve been taught, happiness isn’t something that you have to acquire, or wait for, or please someone else to receive. Happiness isn’t found in any of Old Happy’s haunts, and you don’t need a haunting to find it for yourself.


The transformation that Scrooge undergoes is not merely a children’s story. It’s something that’s possible for you, too. You can have moments of joy, that build to days of fulfillment, that make a life that leaves people better off because you existed. When you change your definition of happiness, everything else changes, too.


WE CAN FIX THIS


If you have been living by Old Happy, I need you to know something: it’s not your fault. As you’ll learn in the next chapter, your definition of happiness has been handed to you by society. You never even had a chance to choose.


We believe what we have been taught: we trust our teachers and preachers and caregivers and what they tell us to be and do. Then, unless we learn differently, we pass it on. We teach those beliefs to our own kids, friends, and community. That’s how these ideas end up sticking around, enshrined as truth, even without evidence.


Old Happy is only one of many things we’ve believed through the years that turned out to be wrong.


We believed that our planet was the center of the universe. Then we learned that the earth revolves around the sun.


We believed that kings and queens were chosen by the gods and had the power to rule over all other humans. Then we created democracy.


We believed that it was fine to conduct an autopsy and then immediately perform a medical exam on another person. Then we realized that washing our hands prevented severe infections.


We believed that it was okay to dump sewage into our drinking water sources. Then we discovered this was a source of deadly diseases.


It’s easy to look back at our ancestors and laugh at them for their foolishness. Hopefully, one day our descendants will look back at our Old Happy beliefs and laugh at us, too.
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Once you let go of society’s definition, you will be able to find happiness.





Luckily, we have a mechanism for correcting mistaken beliefs: our internal desire to learn more and more. There are always brave people who are exploring and pushing the boundaries of what we think we know. Thousands of scientists, philosophers, artists, activists, innovators, and people like you push us to shift our assumptions and explore new possibilities.


Just like we learned from germ theory that, yes, it’s a good idea to wash your hands before examining patients, we now have gathered enough evidence to prove why Old Happy is so disastrously dangerous for our happiness. We can use this knowledge to drive a cultural transformation and create a happier world.


It’s time for you to be happy. You’ve worked hard enough. You’ve conformed for long enough. You’ve waited long enough. It’s time for you to find joy that lasts.


KEY TAKEAWAYS




	Everyone wants to be happy. The pursuit of happiness drives everything we do.


	To pursue happiness, we have to define it. We tend to unconsciously adopt society’s definition of happiness for ourselves.


	Society tells us that happiness comes from achievement, perfection, and material gain; however, research shows that these pursuits do not make us happy.


	You have the power to change your definition of happiness.
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The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Lives


To leave behind Old Happy and find true and lasting happiness, we need to start at the very beginning.


About three hundred eighty-five thousand babies are born every day. Each arrives in possession of that pure, beautiful desire for happiness that we all share. A newborn’s definition of happiness is as narrow as it is universal: they will be happy if they are safe, get enough food and sleep, and experience love.


Now, let’s jump to the present moment. Those babies have grown into adults who believe that they need to achieve specific goals in their career, be better than their neighbors, and make themselves as close to perfect as possible. They try very hard to do those things—often at the expense of their health, relationships, community, and planet—but even if they are successful, it doesn’t actually make them happy.


What on earth happened to these babies?


THE WORLD TELLS US WHAT TO VALUE


In a 2013 paper, a global team of researchers in cultural neuroscience mapped out how people are socialized into a set of beliefs like Old Happy. This process begins in the first days of your life, when you start to receive messages from the culture and society you were born into. Neuroscience research shows that our brains are extremely sensitive to these external messages.


Every society values specific things. What’s important? Who is celebrated? What do we strive for? In Western countries, our values are shaped by three prominent forces: individualism, capitalism, and domination.


These are big concepts that at first might seem so disconnected from you and your daily life. In fact, they have an enormous influence on you and your happiness.


Individualism


It’s an important, wonderful thing to be your own person. Having freedom, goals, hopes, autonomy, and self-respect is essential for happiness.


This is the great strength of individualism, which was famously described by Alexis de Tocqueville, a French noble who visited America in 1835. He wrote about how Americans pursued freedom from oppression, celebrated individuality, and recognized human dignity. (Of course, these did not extend to all of the country’s citizens.)


But individualism also has a downside. It teaches us that we are separate from other people. In de Tocqueville’s words, individualism “disposes each member of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellow-creatures.”


In the United States, individualism is one of our strongest cultural values, and it continues to rise both here and in other countries. There are clever ways to measure this, like looking at the products that a culture creates. Psychologist Patricia Greenfield conducted a study of more than one and a half million books, starting with those published in 1800 and going all the way up to 2000. She found that, over time, individualistic words like me, self, and unique began to appear far more frequently, reflecting our shifting values. The word get quadrupled in use during the course of two hundred years. Another study looked at television shows made for tweens and calculated how often they celebrated specific values. In 1967, personal fame ranked fifteenth out of sixteen of the top values. In 2007, it ranked first out of sixteen.
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