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Introduction


I remember the exact moment when I read the Dalai Lama’s words: ‘I believe the purpose of life is to be happy’ (in The Art of Happiness). As a 21-year-old searching for my purpose in life, these words stopped me in my tracks. Well, they stopped my first car in its tracks, because I was parked somewhere in the depths of Glasgow, next to a rusty lamppost, pondering over the gravity of these words, until I realized I was running late for my next home visit. The point of life was happiness itself. Simple. Yet, it blew my mind. Rather than something that came secondary to everything else, happiness was something I could work towards in itself. Was that rusty lamppost moment the turning point to a clinical psychology career that ultimately led to me working (in simplistic terms) to reduce sadness and improve happiness? I have no idea. Yet, here I am, over two decades later, writing a book about happiness with everything I’ve learned since I sat in my now defunct Ford Fiesta reading those words. I fully intend to go back to Glasgow and leave a copy of this book next to that same rusty lamppost to mark its publication.


I have to admit that writing a book about happiness in the middle of a global pandemic has had its challenges. To be truthful, some of the time when writing this book, I wasn’t happy but was sad, worried and overwhelmed. It passed through my mind that perhaps I was somehow being hypocritical writing a book about happiness. Shouldn’t I, a psychologist by trade and now a happiness author, remain a smiling beacon in the middle of whatever life was throwing at me?


Then I realized that I, or more accurately my brain, was buying into all those happiness myths we’ll see in Chapter 1. I was telling myself that somehow I couldn’t write about happiness without feeling perpetually happy, when, in fact, it’s impossible to feel perpetually happy even at the best of times. Even worse, was I saying that somehow I had failed as a psychologist and happiness author by being sad? When, of course, suffering is an inevitable part of life and seeing happiness as successful or unhappiness as unsuccessful is, quite frankly, a doomed venture – and certainly not indicative of my ability as a psychologist or happiness author.


So it struck me that the reverse is true. It would be hugely hypocritical to pretend I am happy all of the time. Worse still, it would reinforce those happiness myths that continue to buzz around us, feeding into our beliefs, thoughts and behaviours. So, let’s collectively shatter those myths. I’ll start by being honest: I am not always happy. Not being happy or experiencing a range of different emotions simply makes me human. Perhaps in order to understand happiness fully, we also need to understand sadness, and all the other complex emotions that life throws at us. To me, happiness is as much about how we navigate these emotions as it is about building our lives towards happiness itself.


While I may not always be happy, I do have an advantage. Years of working with people to improve their wellbeing, researching and reading the evidence around happiness and sadness, and studying the functioning of the brain means that I am more likely to spot when my brain is working against me. I am well equipped to understand, respond to and shape my emotions. I know what to do to help when I feel bad, and I know, in theory, how to implement these actions (we’ll come back to that a bit later, because it’s not always easy to transfer theory to practice, even for a psychologist). What I hope this book will do is give you that same advantage – to help you build happiness into your life while also giving you a road map to navigate the inevitable bad times.


What the heck is happiness anyway?


If I asked ‘Are you happy?’, I’d guess you would answer by giving me an approximate summation of how you feel in and about your life, and lots of different factors would affect your response at different times. The summation of those elements in your life that come together to give you a sense of overall happiness. But what are those elements that can determine whether we are happy or not?


Positive momentary emotions


Let’s start with experiences of momentary emotions by returning to that first question I asked: ‘Are you happy?’ You might have paused and thought, ‘How do I feel right now?’, and reflected on the specific emotion you were feeling in the moment. Having done a quick check and evaluated this, you might have told me ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and perhaps given me an alternative emotion instead – ‘No, Emma, I am not feeling happy, in fact I am feeling. . .’


a) unease and a bit of dread that a complete stranger has asked me such a personal question.


b) confused, as I have just started reading this book, and as I’m only three pages in I don’t know the magic happiness formula yet.


c) sad, as I’ve had a lot of difficult events over this last week.


I could go on, but I won’t, as research suggests there are hundreds, even thousands, of different emotion words, so there are at least this number of possible answers to the question. When we think of happiness in these terms, we are thinking about particular emotions we are feeling at specific times. Emotions are transient and pass quickly, and we experience lots of emotions in any given day. So, if I was annoying and asked you this same question, say, 42 times in a day, I would most likely receive a huge range of answers. These momentary emotions are important – people who report a greater overall sense of happiness also report greater overall experiences of positive emotions in their life, and vice versa. But momentary emotions are not the whole story. If they were, then surely it would be as easy as just increasing these nice, pleasant or positive feelings in life and reducing negative feelings. Nice and simple. Book done. Not quite, because there are some catches. Not all feel-good emotions make us feel good in the longer term. Feeling good all the time can sometimes feel meaningless. Our brain catches us out by not letting us feel good, or making us think we will feel good by doing certain things, when in fact we won’t. Some of the ways we try to reduce negative feelings can reduce how good we feel. But the biggest catch is that just increasing daily positive emotions doesn’t seem to be enough to contribute to that overall sense of happiness. So more positive emotions and less difficult emotions are a start. However, it seems as humans we need something more – and that something is meaning.


Meaning and purpose


It’s not a new discovery that humans need meaning in life to be happy. Since the nature of happiness was first debated, meaning has been central to the argument. The Greek philosopher Aristotle thought happiness was a central purpose of human life – in fact, he would argue it’s the ultimate purpose of human existence. When Greek philosophers discussed the nature of a life well lived, they talked about two concepts: hedonia and eudaimonia (yes, I had to google how to say that, too). To explain hedonia, think about hedonism – pleasure seeking, which is about the moment-to-moment emotions or feel-good sensations. Eudaimonia, on the other hand, is about a life well lived, and is akin to meaning and purpose in life – thought to be a less transient and more stable form of happiness.


This is all backed up by modern research, which confirms that experiencing meaning in life is associated with increased positive feelings, happiness and wellbeing, and is even linked to living a longer, healthier life. So, happiness may be the meaning and purpose of life, but it turns out meaning and purpose may also be the happiness of life.


Moving beyond happiness


I, however, am not a happyologist, I am a psychologist. This means talking about happiness alone is too narrow a concept. We need to broaden what we mean when I asked, ‘Are you happy?’ What does it mean to feel you have an overall sense of happiness? What makes you a well being? And therein lies a possible answer. Wellbeing may be a better concept to capture this overall sense of happiness. More specifically, flourishing or thriving means we feel we are doing well in life. Rather, the question might be, ‘How are you doing in life?’


This captures the broader sense of happiness as doing well or feeling good overall. Again, there are multiple ways that wellbeing has and can be defined. According to the What Works Centre for Wellbeing (the organization used to measure wellbeing by the Office for National Statistics in the UK), the definition of personal wellbeing combines all the elements of happiness we’ve spoken about into an overarching concept and includes how satisfied we are with life, whether we believe that what we do in life is worthwhile, our day-to-day emotional experiences and our wider mental wellbeing. It is intrinsically linked to how we feel, and, therefore, our mental health. We can think of wellbeing as being on a continuum from poor wellbeing (possibly mental illness) to excellent wellbeing (often defined as flourishing or thriving) – as demonstrated in the illustration here.


When I talk about happiness in this book, I mean that overall sense that we are doing well in life, that we are flourishing, that summation answer we give to the question, ‘Are you happy?’ I sometimes use the words ‘happiness’ and ‘wellbeing’ interchangeably to capture this concept.






The happiness sandwich


There are many happiness models out there, but I wanted one to represent the elements that contribute to happiness and how we can build it into life. My initial thought was a house but something about a happiness house bugged me. Unlike a house, building happiness needs to be a daily part of life, something we continuously build, that sometimes doesn’t work well because other factors are impacting on it. I needed something that we build in everyday life to represent this. Then, one day, while making lunch for my two children, it came to me. A sandwich!


The happiness sandwich model isn’t one that you will come across in psychology textbooks but it has all the elements I need. It’s something we build regularly, it has a changeable and sometimes flimsy base, fillings we can add that depend on context and personal taste, and it requires tools (well, utensils) to build it. Finally, the amount of attention we give it and how we use it will affect how beneficial it is to us. So, readers, baguettes and bloomers, cheese or ham: here I present to you the happiness sandwich. I hope you can use this analogy to help build happiness in your life. We’ll look more at the sandwich elements in Chapter 1, but for now it is a blank template, ready to be adapted as you learn what does and doesn’t work for you, and which tools you need to build it as effectively as possible.
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Chapter 1


Understanding Happiness


During my teenage years, if I browsed in any poster shop, I would have been guaranteed to flick past numerous posters with the slogan ‘Happiness is. . .’ This phrase would be followed by a host of sunsets, pretty pictures and funny captions about the meaning of happiness. Although seemingly trivial, these messages influence our beliefs about happiness and therefore what we think makes us happy and how we try to be happy. And it’s not just 1990s posters that provide messages about the secrets of happiness – these messages are rife in media, adverts, among family, and in peer and society behaviour and beliefs, and they transmit into our brain to influence our thoughts on happiness. False messages lead to behaviours that we hope will result in happiness, but often take us down a different road. To build a robust happiness sandwich, we first need to understand when and why this happens. This chapter looks at separating the fact from the fiction of happiness, and understanding how the brain helps and hinders us to build a solid and effective happiness sandwich.
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Six myths of happiness


We started the book by looking at what happiness is, now it’s time to think about what it isn’t. Our beliefs about happiness can affect the choices we make, our thoughts and behaviours, and our happiness. We may add seemingly tempting ingredients to our happiness sandwich, in the false hope that they will make us feel better, but actually they leave us unfulfilled, wanting more or with a sour taste in our mouth. Knowing what happiness isn’t can help us identify when we are adding false ingredients into the mix or have unrealistic expectations, and can enable us to make informed choices about what we do want to include or leave out.


Happiness myths abound in the messages we receive from society – in adverts, in media, and in the stories we are told, both overtly and covertly. Spotting these myths can help you think about how they impact on the ingredients of your happiness sandwich.


1. Happy ever after


When I used to read fairy tales to my daughter, I annoyed her by changing the ‘happy ever afters’ to ‘they lived happily ever after until two years later when they started bickering and fighting, but in between they had lots of nice times too’. I’m not sure I was consciously aware of it, but I was attempting to dispel the myth that getting that partner, marriage, job, children. . .or whatever you are hoping for, will bring lasting happiness. This is known as the ‘arrival fallacy’ and it goes something like this: ‘I’ll be happy when. . .I get married/get that job/reach my ideal size/get that rainbow unicorn’ – delete or add, as appropriate. It’s not necessarily that these things won’t contribute to your happiness, as they might (especially the rainbow unicorn); it’s more that they probably won’t have as much impact as you hope they will. Thinking about happiness in this way also means we are waiting for happiness to arrive in the future, which can stop us doing the things that help us feel better in the here and now. Even worse, some of the things we spend all our time working towards might not make us happy once we reach our destination. In short, focusing our limited time and energy working towards an unrealistic end goal is doomed to fail.


2. Destination Happyland


Happyland – a place where all your dreams come true. It’s out there, you just need to find it. Surely that’s the point of existence – to find our happy place where we are untouched by the ravages and stresses of life? Now, I would love to sell you tickets to Happyland but it wouldn’t take long for the complaints to start flooding in about the unacceptable feeling of sadness, the stressors and strains that infiltrated the border, and the impermanent nature of happiness. Sadly, Happyland would go out of business quickly. What’s so wrong with the notion of Happyland? Well, for a start, it’s hugely unrealistic. Dan Gilbert, a Harvard Psychology Professor, tells us that, ‘Happiness is not a destination, it’s just somewhere you visit along the path of life.’ Having this belief, knowing it won’t last, can help us notice and appreciate the happy visits all the more. It’s the very temporal nature of the emotion that lets us know we are happy, and it’s the contrast to other states that makes it feel good. We may not enjoy ‘negative’ emotions, but if we realize they are a normal part of life, we aren’t disappointed by them. We have realistic expectations and learn to live with only visiting Happyland, in the knowledge we will find more pockets of happiness in the future.


3. Maybe she’s/he’s/they’re born with it. . .


Some people seem to find joy everywhere. So, if we don’t, can we learn to be happy? If you see happiness as an intrinsic characteristic, you may start to think it’s pointless even trying to be happy, as you ‘just aren’t that sort of person’. While there’s no doubt your outlook affects how you approach and interact with the world, personalities are not static and can change with age and context.


Aristotle thought that happiness was a skill to learn rather than a trait, and modern research also tells us that happiness is better thought of in this way. Our childhoods lay down the foundation of our belief systems and how we interact with the world. However, the brain is designed to learn, so by understanding how we have developed patterns of thought and behaviours, we can then learn to create new ones. This is the basis for all psychological treatment, and there’s strong evidence to say it works to improve our mood when we feel bad. There’s also evidence that positive psychology techniques can push us further up the wellbeing curve, indicating that we can actually learn the skill of being happy.


4. Happiness is. . .never feeling sad or bad


It’s an unfortunate thing that emotions are often divided into negative and positive categories. This can lead to a belief that we need only positive emotions. Yes, happiness is partly about feeling good more often and bad less often, but it’s not about not feeling bad. First of all, let’s think about these categories. Angry and sad are surely negative emotions? Yet sometimes anger has been my best ally when it’s directed me to things which rightly aggrieve me and that I need to tackle. As for sadness, sometimes life can be sad, and it’s important to recognize and validate this. Let’s think of happiness, which is surely a positive emotion? I remember a time in my life when each new item I bought gave me pleasure in the short term, yet the debt it built up didn’t make me happy at all. On the other hand, things that make us feel rubbish straight away (in my case exercise) make us feel good longer term. So negative emotions aren’t always bad, and positive emotions don’t always make us happy.


If we think we shouldn’t feel bad, then when we inevitably do, we can feel we have done something wrong or criticize ourselves – which will make us feel worse. Suppressing negative emotions is taxing for your brain and body, and the resulting stress is likely to make you less happy. Improving how you feel is about understanding your emotions and responding helpfully, rather than getting rid of them.


5. Just choose happiness


Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could get out of bed every morning, say ‘I choose happiness!’ and feel like we are floating on clouds all day, carefree, basking in the sunshine. Yet, regardless of our choice, the clouds rain us down to earth to land in a big muddy puddle, leaving us feeling sad, soggy and fed up. Because, of course, it’s not as simple as choosing happiness. If it were, I would have been out of a job a long time ago. There’s also an insidious implication behind this concept. If we are able to choose happiness, then have we chosen unhappiness? This places the blame for unhappiness directly at the feet of people who are unhappy. This is not only deeply unhelpful for people who are depressed, but also fails to take into account the complex life histories, cultural, environmental and systemic factors, belief systems, brain mechanisms and behavioural patterns that contribute to how we feel. In my many years of working with people, I have met many people who struggle to know how to change the complex factors that make them feel bad, or who are in difficult situations that would make anybody feel bad. But have they chosen this? In one word: NO.


Each of us, even a psychologist who knows a lot about happiness theory, has a brain that is prone to the usual biases and belief systems, which influence how we feel. But, we can learn to notice how our brains, thoughts and behaviours sometimes don’t help us, and we can manage them better and find ways to improve our wellbeing. So, we can’t choose happiness, but we can choose to understand what influences our happiness and try to do the things in our daily lives that make us feel better.


6. Happiness is selfish


We may think that happiness is self-indulgent, or that factors that bring us happiness are; and so, we exclude them from our lives. Yet, being happier has a positive impact on the people closest to you as well as your wider social relationships. Studies suggest that improved wellbeing gives us more capacity to look after others, and can even increase patience and understanding. Happiness and compassion (to both yourself and others) are intrinsically linked. So, we could conclude that happiness is anything but selfish.






EXERCISE





My personal beliefs about happiness


Use the following statements to try to examine your beliefs about happiness and if they are realistic or not.


[image: image]


[image: image]





Happiness and the brain


Your brain is fundamental to being happy – it helps you feel and interpret emotions and evaluate your life. However, if you try to pinpoint what exactly it is in the brain that makes you happy, you might be searching for a while. There is no ‘happy cortex’. To make it more complex, emotions are our interpretation of how we feel in our body – so perhaps this means that happiness is based in our body too? And, of course, the environment we live in is important for how we feel. So, happiness is also about context, and our senses and attention are the conduits to let that context into our brain, while our belief systems can be thought of as the filter that impacts on how we experience and evaluate our context.


Brains are wonderful, yet they can be downright unhelpful, especially when it comes to achieving happiness. In fact, I think you need to have some strong words with your brain regarding this goal, because despite the fact that most people will tell you the point of life is to be happy, your brain is probably going to disagree and tell you the point of life is to keep you safe and to process large amounts of information quickly, to make sure it can do just that. If your brain had a theme song, then the best fit would surely be Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’.
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Imagine this argument between you and your brain.


In this scenario, while you might disagree, your brain would say it’s doing its job. Ultimately, it’s designed to spot threats and predict the future to help us survive. Sometimes this works well. For example, social connections keep us safe and help our species thrive, so our brain seeks them out. Good job, brain. Sometimes, it doesn’t work so well. For instance, someone made one not-so-nice comment – your brain focuses on this and forgets all the nice parts of the day. Not such a good job, brain. What can we do about this? Well, we need to appreciate that the brain is just doing what it is supposed to do. We can learn to spot and counteract these brain biases, or shortcuts, which enable us to process information quickly and survive but might not help make us happy. Let’s look at some of these:


Shortcut 1: Bad is stronger than good


This is the name of a great psychology paper (see Further Reading, here) that summarizes all the ways the brain is more sensitive to bad information than good. The brain appears to have an inbuilt negative bias, which means it is vigilant for threat and is more likely to detect this in the environment. Throw some of life’s bad experiences into the mix, and the brain is going to use its knowledge to predict future risks. For example, if you once spilt a pan of hot water on yourself, your brain will predict pans are a risk and increase its threat mode when it sees a full pan again. If nothing bad happens each time you see a full pan, gradually the brain will lower its prediction of risk. But this takes time, as the physiological impact of bad things last longer than the impact of good stuff. It appears we are doomed to remember the bad: we notice it more, our brain responds more intensely to it, we have stronger memories of it. It may seem as if the brain works against us when it comes to happiness. Why is this? To answer this, I return to your brain as Gloria Gaynor: I will survive – by spotting the bad, it learns to survive next time it happens.


Shortcut 2: You get used to the good stuff


When we notice the good, the brain tends to get used to it. So, what felt great at first, no longer feels so after a short time. This process is called ‘hedonic adaptation’. Overall, this is thought to be helpful, and is sometimes described as a psychological immune system that helps us adapt to whatever life throws at us. If we stayed in heightened states for a long time it wouldn’t be beneficial to us, so as humans we adapt to both good and bad. There are two ways in which we do this. The first is that the initial emotions reduce as time goes on and as life throws other stuff at us. Secondly, we start to take for granted circumstances or things that used to produce happiness. While this is also true of bad things, annoyingly we seem to adapt to good things much quicker. Negative bias means that good and bad things don’t have equal impact on our lives. For example, after one bad day, people report reduced happiness but after one good day, people don’t report increased happiness.
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