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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 green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Introduction


Ask someone what they most wish for in their life and the likely response is that they want to be happy. Happiness is a major goal for humans and a subject that has fascinated thinkers and teachers for millennia.


It could be the feeling of joy when you’re out having fun or a moment of serenity during a meditation. Happiness is there in the connection with someone you love, and comes from the satisfaction of living your life with purpose or in the simple contentment that life is exactly the way it was meant to be.


People naturally want to feel good, but can you make yourself happy or is it something that happens accidentally when you’re busy making other plans? The paradox of happiness is that the more you chase it, the more elusive it can seem.


In Buddhism the pursuit of happiness is seen as the root cause of unhappiness, creating a craving and dissatisfaction with life. And modern science agrees with ancient spiritual wisdom. People who value happiness highly often set standards for it that are hard to obtain, leading them to feel disappointed and lowering their happiness, the more they want it. So how can we build sustainable wellbeing without falling into this trap?


The good news is that there is now a science to happiness, investigating questions such as what makes us happy, what gives meaning to life and how we flourish. Known as “positive psychology”, it has been around since the turn of the 21st century and has produced a body of evidence on what it takes to increase our happiness. Positive psychology interventions are “treatment methods or intentional activities that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviours or cognitions”, according to a study by Nancy Sin and Sonja Lyubomirsky, and a number of studies have shown how they significantly enhance wellbeing and ameliorate depressive symptoms. This book is grounded in that research, and each of the 12 Happiness Habits is backed by science.


[image: image]




[image: image]






Two Kinds of Happiness


There are two major dimensions to the science of happiness, both of which originated with the ancient Greek philosophers:


[image: image] Hedonic wellbeing (the clue is in the name!) comes from “hedonism” and is about the pursuit of pleasure. It’s the feel-good factor, with all the fun and frolics. The focus, in hedonic wellbeing, is on maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain. It’s the better-known form of happiness that is experienced in those peak moments of enjoyment.
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[image: image] Eudaimonic wellbeing is the umbrella term for a deeper kind of contentment, which comes from a sense of meaning, personal growth and self-actualization. The Greek philosopher Aristotle’s original concept of eudaimonia was about leading a life of virtue, and the modern take is akin to functioning well and flourishing. In practice, eudaimonic wellbeing is about having a sense of purpose, using your strengths, doing something good in the world, experiencing “flow”, positive relationships, autonomy and a feeling of competence and confidence in yourself. It may be a multifaceted idea, but it can be summed up in a simple formula: eudaimonic wellbeing comes from putting effort into something that is meaningful to you that goes beyond the self.
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Money and happiness


Does money make you happy? The relationship between money and happiness is…complicated, to say the least. Being unable to afford the necessities of life will certainly make you unhappy, but once those needs are covered, a higher income doesn’t correlate with equally high levels of happiness. Plus there’s the added stress of managing your wealth to consider.


How you spend your time counts. People who prioritize wealth tend to be less happy than those who put their relationships first. What you spend your money on is also a factor. Using money for experiences – ideally shared ones – has a greater return on your wellbeing than buying material goods. So focus on relationships rather than retail to maximize your happiness.
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ACTIVITY:


What’s Your Balance?


Happiness is about getting the balance right for you between the pursuit of pleasure (hedonic wellbeing) and having a sense of purpose (eudaimonic wellbeing).


Take a look at the chart opposite and see if you can identify which box you are in right now. Which box would you like to be in? What small steps could you take to get there?


There’s no right or wrong answer here as to what will work best for you. Maybe you’ve been partying hard and it’s time to get serious about your work. Or you’re studying and working hard and some pure pleasure could be just the tonic you need.


You can have too much of a good thing, though. Overdoing the sweet life can become indulgent, leaving you sluggish, unmotivated and dissatisfied; meanwhile, too much of the dry life can leave you feeling pressurized, unable to enjoy yourself and with your relationships under strain.
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The Science of Happiness


“Happiness” and “wellbeing” are words that are used interchangeably in positive psychology, but the official term is “Subjective Wellbeing” (SWB), which is based on how we evaluate our life.


As a science, it naturally comes with its own formulae, such as the one below, which is used to measure subjective wellbeing.
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[image: image] Satisfaction With Life (SWL) is the way you rate your life. Are you making progress toward your goals? Or is there a gap between where you are now and where you’d like to be? How satisfied are you with various areas of life, such as work or home? This is the cognitive side of happiness – how you judge your life.
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