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In memory of Brian Rucker. When we meet again, I hope I find you with Bourdain and Cornell, drinking scotch and eating well, accompanied by Farley and Hedberg, who have us all in stitches. Your memory serves as a reminder to make the most of every day, which includes seeing this book through to the end. As a result, there is going to be a lot more fun in the world, and I know that would make you happy. I love you, bud.










Author’s Note


I started writing the final draft of this book at the beginning of 2020. Then, as I am sure you are aware, something quite extraordinary happened—a global pandemic. I handed off the finished manuscript just as the United States was about half-vaccinated and returning to some kind of precarious new normal. Otherwise put, I wrote this book during what will (hopefully) be the least fun years any of us ever collectively experience in our lifetime.


The ideas in this book had been battle-tested under “normal” circumstances, but the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a completely foreign landscape. During the pandemic’s most challenging periods, fun was not at the top of anyone’s agenda, including my own. In May 2020, I got extremely sick, an aftereffect of an initially mild COVID-19 infection and the coalescing of the period’s various stressors. I lost the ability to sleep for months, which made daily functioning, let alone fun, almost impossible. While there were times that the lessons in this book served me to my great satisfaction, there were also times that I struggled with impostor syndrome, writing chapter after chapter on fun while not experiencing much of it personally. Despite my setbacks, I still consider myself lucky. Millions of people lost their livelihood, lost their loved ones; the most unfortunate lost their lives. In addition to an uncontrollable virus during the pandemic, people worldwide were reckoning with systemic racism and injustice, wrestling with political turmoil, battling the challenges of climate change, and the list goes on. With so many physiological and psychological safety needs unmet, it’s no wonder that there weren’t many of us concerned about the pursuit of higher needs.


If the grim landscape had a thin silver lining, it was that it provided many with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to observe their former life—its schedules, rhythms, distractions, and obsessions—from enough distance to ask important questions: Am I living the life I want? What is accidental, and what is by design? Can I live more deliberately? And even, yes: Can life be more fun?


For those working through such questions, this book could not have come at a better time. Whether we completely comprehend it or not, the pandemic made us intimately familiar with what you will see are key concepts important to this book. We experienced how painful it is to waste our precious time, locked out of many of the activities we love. We suffered from a lack of live interaction with friends and family and felt the damage that can occur when we are not personally connected to something other than ourselves. We realized the truth in the assertion, “security is mostly a superstition,” and all longed to return to the “daring adventure.”1


It’s time for all of us to jump back into the daring adventure and reclaim our fun—not just for ourselves, but as a restorative path for our loved ones, and as you’ll discover, for society as well.










Introduction


I have spent most of my life searching for happiness. It was like a puzzle that I could never quite figure out. As an adolescent, I was a hopeless wannabe with an agonizing desire to find my rank in the social structure of my small hometown of Davis, California. Unhappy at home, I emancipated as a teenager to see if happiness was somewhere out there in the world, waiting for me. It’s been quite a journey since then.


People have always wanted to be happy, but the idea of happiness as a learned skill has never been so popular. Today, there’s a happiness-industrial complex of gurus, psychologists, institutions, and organizations attempting to “solve” the happiness problem for good. Book after book is written on how to experience more happiness from neurological, psychological, religious, and spiritual perspectives. The promise of happiness, separate from wealth, achievement, or any other external factor, strikes a major chord. Many of us feel helpless nowadays as we try to journey toward the good life against what sometimes feel like impossible headwinds.


For everyone, from baby boomers unable to reconnect with the joys of the past to younger generations experiencing record levels of loneliness, anxiety, and burnout, the pursuit of happiness holds out hope as the answer to our problems. The thinking goes that if we can only activate our “happiness switch,” other challenges in life will lose their edge. Inner satisfaction can be found no matter how grim our circumstances. Did I mention that the office now has a Zen room?1


As you will soon discover, pursuing happiness in and of itself can be a trap. In fact, for almost all of us, chasing happiness makes us anything but. I know because I fell for that happiness trap myself. Back in early 2016, I felt I had checked all the boxes in the pursuit of happiness: A good marriage and two healthy children. Successful endeavors as both an entrepreneur and an intrapreneur. A two-time Ironman. Well-traveled, having stepped foot on every continent. A Ph.D. with published, peer-reviewed research. Various accolades for being influential in my field. Most would say I had it all. Objectively, life was good. Furthermore, as a charter member of the International Positive Psychology Association, I had positioned myself at the cutting edge of research into happiness. Naturally, I put all the latest findings to use in my own life. As a member of the Quantified Self community, I optimized my life not only qualitatively, but quantitatively as well—logging my good days and bad days, constantly looking for correlations and ways to improve. I had reached a pinnacle. There was little else I could do to make myself happier, no technique I had yet to employ.


I’m an avid blogger, and in support of this hobby, I send a quarterly newsletter on or around the twenty-third every three months (December, March, June, and September). June 23, 2016, was business as usual. I hit send on my newsletter, which was essentially a victory lap that life at that moment was amazing. Toward the end of the newsletter, I celebrated recently checking off a bucket list item with my beloved brother, Brian—riding the tallest roller coaster in the world, the Kingda Ka.


At some point within twenty-four hours of hitting send on that newsletter, my brother passed away unexpectedly from a pulmonary embolism. It felt surreal: Just as my friends, family, and followers were reading how much I enjoyed the experience that he and I had shared, Brian’s tragic passing ensured there would never be another such opportunity. As the shock wore off, I found myself deeply sad and unsettled. This period opened an uninvited path to questioning everything.


A short time later, I found myself in the hospital needing major hip surgery. When I woke up after the procedure, I couldn’t feel my legs. Lying in the hospital bed, I struggled to stay positive. I’d built my life around staying physically active and benefiting from a positive mindset. Now I was adjusting to the reality I would never competitively run again, and emotionally, I was a wreck. The traditional tools of positive psychology were failing me. No matter how much I meditated or wrote in my gratitude journal, happiness remained elusive. I finally had to admit to myself these tools had lost their utility. A believer in happiness, yet not able to feel happy, I experienced significant cognitive dissonance. I’d thought I had life figured out, and now I was lost again.


The feeling in my legs returned, thankfully. And, as I recuperated in the months that followed, something significant began to dawn on me. I began to wonder whether trying so fervently to be happy had been part of the problem. Because when I stopped criticizing myself for being unhappy, something amazing happened. The energy I was burning up relentlessly focusing on my happiness ultimately became available for use elsewhere. Instead of perseverating on the gap of what was missing, I began to make better choices in the present moment, using my time to take action and have fun. As you’ll soon read, this ranged from simple stuff like finding creative ways to ensure my wife and I had scheduled time to connect, to an unorthodox approach to physical therapy that afforded me the opportunity to be a better dancer while connecting with my daughter.


Over time, this realization blossomed into a full-blown epiphany. I finally saw how futile, even counterproductive, my efforts to grasp and then hold on to happiness had been—not just in that time of crisis, but for years. The work of being happy had been eating into the limited time and attention I had for experiencing life.


Scientifically, my epiphany made perfect sense. Happiness evolved for a reason: to lure us toward those things and activities that improve our chances of survival. If we always felt satiated, we would have little motivation to move forward. Sometimes dissatisfaction, not happiness itself, is what drives us. Yet, even though many of us understand this conceptually, the quest for happiness remains universal. Just as Sisyphus mindlessly rolled his boulder uphill only to watch it tumble back down, we struggle endlessly with the effort of becoming and then staying happy without ever questioning the value of the effort itself.


Personally, I’d now arrived at the belief that my deliberate concerns of being happy only drew my attention to what was missing, making me more unhappy. (I have since come to learn that emerging research on the science of happiness, which I’ll be sharing in the pages of this book, supports this insight.) I began to accept that being sad about my brother’s death, and then fearful for my physical recovery, were appropriate and inevitable responses to real tragedy. Grief and pain are part of the human experience. But in the thralls of pursuing happiness, instead of accepting this fact, I had deepened my misery by trying to subdue grief and avoid pain. I’d been so overprescribed on the need to be happy, I hadn’t honored the need to process, to feel, to mourn.


But if deliberately chasing happiness left me miserable, what was the alternative? Is there anything we humans can rely on to pull us through periods of darkness? I began to ask less introspective questions. Instead, I focused on compassionately exercising my autonomy and agency in alignment with my values. As I set aside the self-recrimination and began to get more active, despite my state of grief, a second, crucial insight clicked into place: I couldn’t always make myself happy, but I could almost always have fun. I could create moments of enjoyment and pleasure by being deliberate about it—yes, even while owning that I was sad. As you’ll soon read, fun can coincide with a variety of emotional states, or even transcend them altogether.


Unlike happiness, fun isn’t a reaction to your circumstances. It’s an action orientation, one you control and can enact almost anywhere, anytime. It’s also enormously beneficial, physically and psychologically. Instead of concern about what might be missing, a bias toward fun affords immediate gains.


Fun is a direct neurological route to improving our well-being—and yet, as I would find, it is also a skill that requires some training, at least for anyone deeply engaged in the serious business of adulting. Kids embrace fun naturally, but as adults we face three obstacles:




	We’re conditioned as we age to believe that trying to have fun is childish, even inappropriate.



	We undervalue the mental and physical benefits of fun.



	We’re put off by the counterintuitive fact that fun for busy adults requires discipline, which sounds . . . well, not fun.






By the time you finish The Fun Habit, you will be armed with clear and compelling scientific evidence for the life-sustaining value and importance of fun. You will learn tactics and techniques for making fun a regular part of your life in a way that feels comfortable and authentic, not forced or phony. These techniques have dramatically improved my well-being, and I’ve used them to help others with wonderful success.


I’m no guru descending from the mountaintop. When I say it’s time to stop chasing happiness and start having fun, these principles are fully grounded in peer-reviewed research. My team and I have spent years authenticating the ideas and strategies you are about to discover. We all have the agency to live more joyful lives; we just do not have the right tools. This book solves that problem.
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Fun Is the Antidote




There was a time in my life when I thought I had everything—millions of dollars, mansions, cars, nice clothes, beautiful women, and every other materialistic thing you can imagine.


Now I struggle for peace.


—RICHARD PRYOR





One winter’s day in arid Phoenix, Arizona, a man named Will Novak received an email inviting him to a bachelor party. It sounded like a lot of fun: a wild skiing weekend in Vermont. There would be an ’80s theme, BBQ and Italian food, beer, and beautiful fresh snow. There was just one wrinkle. Will had never heard of the groom, Angelo, or any of the groomsmen; one of them had sent him the invitation by mistake. (Remarkably, there was a groomsman named Bill Novak.) Still, reading the email put Will in a good mood. He was the father of a ten-month-old baby, and the levity was welcome.


So, laughing to himself, he wrote back: “F*cking count me in! From the contents of this email, Angelo sounds tremendous and I want to help send him off in style. I hope his bride (or groom) to be, is awesome.” He included his T-shirt size.


He never expected to hear back. But he had sent a ripple into the universe, and it landed. The groomsmen thought Will was hilarious—so hilarious he’d make a great addition to their party. Soon he received their answer: “If you’re serious, we’re serious, get here.”


Will was stunned. Was he serious? The trip would cost him almost a thousand dollars. Meanwhile, he had a wife and a baby and felt the financial pain of having renovated a fixer-upper. And . . . these were total strangers. On the other hand, he hadn’t been skiing since he was fourteen. His life was full, but like most first-year parents, diaper blowouts and sleep deprivation were, for the moment, what passed for adventures.


So instead of declining, he doubled down. He started a GoFundMe campaign, “Help me go to the bachelor party of a stranger.” It’s one thing for a sleep-deprived new dad and a bunch of dudes in party-planning mode to commit to something so completely random. But now dozens, and ultimately hundreds, of people hopped on, stopping whatever more serious thing they were doing that day to log in to GoFundMe and throw in a few dollars. Before the day’s end, Will’s trip was fully funded. Ultimately, 224 people contributed $4,615, and the campaign was shared 6,300 times. (The extra money went to a “college/food/toys/whatever the baby needs fund” for the groom and his then-fiancée, who were expecting.)


If you find all this ridiculous, put yourself in Will’s shoes for a moment. Consider what the experience felt like:




The giddy silliness of a good joke


The adrenaline of taking a risk


The pure joy of leaping from the mundane into the extraordinary


The thrill of spontaneous travel and an opportunity to play


The reward of making new friends


The chance for a healthy escape





Will’s story, distilled to its elements, is pure, unadulterated fun. With his partner’s blessing, he boarded a plane and had a good time. He made memories he’ll remember his entire life. To others, he became a legend. Someday his kids will see the pictures and laugh in disbelief that their dad did something so spontaneous.


My point in telling you this story isn’t that you should want to emulate Will Novak or throw out your day planner in favor of something completely new. That’s not at all what this book is about. At the end of the day, the point of the story isn’t Will at all, but all those people who cheered his adventure from the sidelines. Their viral fervor is revealing. There’s a reason people funded Will’s campaign, and many other fun (but arguably “pointless”) funding campaigns on the Internet:




We live in a world in which people are critically fun-starved. Instead of having fun ourselves, we click a few buttons and farm it out to guys like Will.





Fun is—or should be—one of the fundamental goods available to all of us. We don’t get through life without enduring periods of disappointment, pain, and loss. Fun is the magical balm that makes the slings and arrows bearable.


From birth, fun is essential to the development of the human brain; in a game as simple as “peekaboo,” humans lay the seeds of making sense of the world. As children, fun helps us develop basic social and motor skills, establish and test boundaries, and define ourselves in relation to the rest of the world. In our adolescence and early adulthood, we use fun to explore life, discovering who and what gives us pleasure, and to role-play different identities ultimately leading to a mature sense of self. (In the wise words of Chef from the TV show South Park, “There’s a time and a place for everything, and it’s called college.”)


As we travel through adulthood, when life becomes more deliberate, fun becomes both a tool for enrichment and an escape valve from life’s pressures. It also keeps us healthy: The laughter and good humor that often accompany fun reduce anxiety, decrease stress, enhance self-esteem, and increase self-motivation. Fun improves respiration and circulation, lowers your pulse and blood pressure, and helps release endorphins into the bloodstream. Fun relieves loneliness and boredom. Fun is one of the keys to vitality as we age.


That’s the truth and the potential of fun, or at least it should be. The sad reality is that most of us all but abandon fun after early adulthood because, “We’ve got to grow up sometime, right?” In a piece for the Wall Street Journal, “An Overlooked Skill in Aging: How to Have Fun,” Clare Ansberry exposes that throughout adulthood many of us forget how to have fun. We let these important skills weaken due to the false belief they provide little value, when the truth is, “laughter, levity, enjoyment, diversion—can act as antidotes to stress, depression, and anxiety.”1


You bought this book, so you probably already had the suspicion that our lives are perversely short on fun. Well, reader, you’re special. Many dismiss fun as childish, extraneous, distracting, or even dangerous. I know this because I’ve seen many people’s dubious reactions when I tell them I’m writing a book re-centering people on fun. Some glance over their shoulder nervously. Others chuckle and redirect the conversation. Still, others nod enthusiastically, only waiting for the opportunity to build their case for why, given their situation, fun cannot be prioritized.


In a society that prizes productivity above all, we have bought into the notion that fun is a “nice to have.” Instead of dedicating daily quality time to fun, we relegate it to once-a-year vacations, and maybe one-off weekend adventures if we’re lucky. The United States has the least paid-vacation time among developed countries, according to the human resources firm Zenefits,2 and yet many U.S. employees have to be prodded by their companies to use it. Day by day, we give a majority of our waking hours to work, growing resentful of our to-do lists. And in this impaired state, we begin to live vicariously through goofy outliers like Will who meander through our social feeds, instead of choosing our own adventure, each and every day.


When I say, “choose your own adventure,” I don’t mean cross-country travel to party with strangers, or anything so radical. I mean living life intentionally, starting with a conscious decision to adopt a bias toward fun each and every day—in the life you have now, not some fantasy of tomorrow. Call it a Fun Habit.


Building your habit starts with a re-understanding of what fun is, and why it’s far more essential to our health, happiness, and success than we’ve been led to believe.



All Work and No Play


How did we get here? In the United States and Europe, most of us have been marinated in that old Protestant work ethic, the spiritual underbelly of the American Dream: Hard work is a virtue. To the Puritans, success defined not just our self-worth, but our spiritual worthiness. Your literal soul was in the balance. In this context, hard work and its output become very serious business!


And if work is holy, that makes distractions from work—aka fun—not just worthless, but evil.


Following from this same gospel, hard work is all that’s needed to create wealth and live the American Dream—despite the fact that modern sociology suggests that the relationship between poverty and the individual is much more complex. This was vividly demonstrated by the journalist and social critic Barbara Ehrenreich in her book Nickel and Dimed,3 in which she recounts what happened when she tried to live off a series of minimum-wage jobs. In short, working hard wasn’t enough to overcome the massive inefficiency of living hand to mouth, without personal savings or a meaningful social safety net.


And still, the notion that through work we rise (in every sense) remains deeply entrenched. Our sense of self-worth rises and falls with our productivity. Author Rahaf Harfoush notes in Hustle & Float4 that the emphasis on work as a virtue—however divorced it may be from pleasure, meaning, or the fruits of labor—was extremely helpful as the Industrial Revolution subdivided work into ever more menial tasks, whose output could be measured and optimized. This so-called algorithmic work—work done in a repeatable sequential pattern—is how many people used to make a living.5 For instance, my grandfather owned a foundry in Oklahoma. He and his fellow employees got to work at the same time every morning. Each day, each person knew what was expected of them. The work was physically taxing, so late nights weren’t an option. You knew what was expected, you did your work, and you got paid. The rest of your time outside of work was yours to keep.


In the 1970s, we welcomed the Information Age. Many workers stopped building widgets, and instead found their livelihood in the emerging field of “knowledge work.” With intellectual property and innovation now the work product, we are no longer workers operating machines with sprockets and cogs. We are the sprockets and cogs, and our ability to perform is exploited and over-optimized just like the equipment on an assembly line. We have become the machines that now output the goods that create profit for others.


Complicating the picture, productivity has become increasingly hard to measure in recent years. Unlike assembly lines, creative work is driven by nonlinear thinking and processes, and no longer follows a consistent pattern. As a result, our work now has an ill-defined finish line. Without the well-defined goals afforded by algorithmic work, we are left with blurry indications of whether we’ve put in an honest day at the office. Anxious to earn our keep, we find ourselves always “on.” Meanwhile, new forms of communication that make us accessible almost anywhere, at almost any time, are compounding the problem. Nowadays, with so many of us working from home, our work seemingly has no end. We work, eat, and sleep within the same physical space, so there is no tangible transition that tells our mind we’re “off” from work. Instead, we’re answering emails until our head hits the pillow.


In recent years, the flailing tentacles of the “gig economy” have further upended the balance. For those who earn their living on platforms such as Uber, Lyft, Fiverr, Instacart, and DoorDash, work is crammed into every possible nook and cranny of life. Attracted to gigging by the false promise of autonomy, gig workers are often unaware that there are powerful forces in place to make sure a significant portion of the value created by their effort goes to someone else. Worse, the game mechanics of these platforms are set up to trick gig workers into working more and more for less and less pay. If you’re a gig worker, a quick Internet search will introduce you to numerous confessions of software developers stricken with guilt because their skills were used to rig the game against you.


The illusion of control and conscious manipulation of workers in the app-enabled gig economy is extreme—but not entirely unique. Unless you work for yourself, few employers are perfectly transparent about their top priority: to squeeze as much out of every resource—including people—as they can. Such corporate sleight of hand was called out in the Slate article “My Disturbing Stint on a Corporate Wellness App.” Author Ann Larson theorizes that her company’s workplace wellness app’s furtive purpose was to shift the blame for the ill effects of low-pay, backbreaking work from employer to the employee, while also making it possible for her to do more debilitating labor, longer.6 Companies that make a mission of sharing the wealth with employees are out there, but they’re not the norm.


Without boundaries between work and life, “Give it 110 percent!” takes on a new and nefarious meaning. For all kinds of workers, burnout is at an all-time high in the United States. Corporations hire popular speakers like Gary Vaynerchuk (who insists you need to “hustle”7)* and Grant Cardone (who proclaims the glory goes to those who work “10X”8). These messages sound great from the stage, but an increasing number of empirical findings make it clear that those who are inspired by these messages will likely pay a considerable toll. In his book Dying for a Paycheck, Jeffrey Pfeffer, a professor of organizational behavior at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, outlines the extent to which the “always on” demands of the modern workplace are harming us.9 In an interview with Insights by Stanford Business, Pfeffer credits Nuria Chinchilla of IESE Business School with coining these maladaptive behaviors as “social pollution.”10 The harm from this pollution—invasive work priorities—goes beyond simply destroying friendships and family ties; it is literally killing some of us. Findings from the World Health Organization and the International Labour Organization indicate that long working hours led to 745,000 deaths in 2016, up 29 percent from similar data reviewed in 2000.11


Getting workers to produce more for the organizations they serve is not a new concept. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 1911 opus, The Principles of Scientific Management—in which Taylor famously tells the story of how he got pig-iron handlers to increase their daily production from twelve tons to forty-seven tons by upping their wages and closely managing the cadence of work—still informs management theory and practice today, despite all the dramatic shifts in our economy described earlier. (And despite Taylor’s undisguised contempt for at least one of the laborers and phlegmatic that he more nearly resembles in his mental-make-up the ox than any other type.”)12 I recall as a doctoral candidate learning about goal-setting theory.13 Edwin Locke and Gary Latham (thought leaders in the study of organizational behavior since the mid-1960s) made a name for themselves for their methods using ambitious business goals to increase worker production. All this to say that the evolution of optimizing us to be working machines has a long history, but more recently corporations are trying to sell us the message that “the grind” is a badge of honor. In reality, it’s poisonous.


Let’s face it, if you aren’t hustling . . . if you are not answering your emails on the toilet . . . if you are not walking your ten thousand steps . . . then you must be a slacker, right? Honestly, it is mind boggling how hard we have been duped. These practices of sacrifice come at a terrible cost. A component of our well-being relies on fun, play, and leisure, and modern life has eroded our opportunities to enjoy these essential components of vitality.


Springing the Happiness Trap


As I related in the introduction, I am one of many whose response to this pressure cooker was to make “being happy” a relentless goal. In doing so, like many, I stepped into a trap of quantifying this aspiration across all aspects of experience that bring us joy. Let me give you an example. I like to meditate. Hoping to “optimize” my experience of meditation, I bought a device to provide neurofeedback so that I could learn how “well” I was meditating. The experience soured quickly, however, as the device’s software kept prodding me to meditate more instead of simply allowing me to relish the experience. As it is with so many activities these days—we are encouraged to use apps and gadgets to track almost every aspect of our lives, from sleep to exercise, to something as intimate as the number of days we have been with the person we love.14


Instead of enjoying activities on our terms, we turn them into statistics to be parsed. We compare today’s version of ourselves to yesterday’s version, while also comparing ourselves to the Joneses next door. We fixate on the gap between our current state and our accidental desires that are more a matter of happenstance, when we could be moving toward meaningful experiences that really feed us and help us grow. Happiness becomes a mirage that we can only see clearly from a distance; once we arrive, we discover there’s not much there—and start to scan the horizon again in what ultimately becomes an infinite loop.


It’s not our fault: Science suggests the deck is stacked against us. Our brains are actually programmed to fixate on the gap between where we are and where we think we’ll be happy. A bit of jargon academics use to signify that something pertains to pleasure is the word hedonic. When we talk about having a hedonic experience, it typically has two components—anticipatory and consummatory pleasure. Science once believed that we were primarily driven by the pursuit of consummatory pleasures—a fancy way of saying we do things to feel good. Science has now come to understand that, for a lot of us, what really drives us in the pursuit of pleasure is often not the experience of feeling good itself, but the allure of pleasure from a potential reward or positive outcome and the accompanying good feelings when we have predicted correctly. There are three reasons for this:


1. We are good at anticipating. If you’ve done any prior reading on happiness, you likely have heard of dopamine before. Dopamine got its common nickname, the “happy” hormone, because it was originally understood to be the neurotransmitter that helps us experience pleasure. But as the neuroscientist Dr. Blake Porter put it when I interviewed him, “The dopamine pleasure story is pretty dead at this point, in neuroscience.” As scientists began to study dopamine, they noticed something surprising: It often spikes before we do something fun. Where we once thought dopamine was integral in experiencing something fun and pleasurable, we now know that the heightened sensation it’s connected to is primarily in the anticipation.15 And, in fact, the anticipation isn’t necessarily connected to pleasure at all. Scientists now believe dopamine’s evolutionary purpose was to ready you for something unexpected, by heightening your arousal. The quality of the “something” itself? Dopamine doesn’t care. Dopamine is now also believed to be connected to goal pursuit, providing a jolt of motivation to get us to the finish line.


Urged on by dopamine, then, we haphazardly pursue happiness, instead of genuinely enjoying the gift of happiness itself.16 The desire to alleviate this craving is, by design, insatiable. And so, we find ourselves on a hamster wheel that science aptly calls the “hedonic treadmill.” You might also see it referred to as hedonic adaptation, hedonic relativism, or the happiness set point—but all of these concepts in general refer to our tendency to overestimate the impact that life changes and events will have on our happiness. That, more often than not, once a change becomes familiar, our happiness returns to our unique “set point”—the same level of happiness that existed for us prior to the change. We are no happier than before, so we head back out on our pursuit for something more.


From the hedonic treadmill follows two more “silly human tricks” that make happiness elusive.


2. We are good at adapting. Any outcome in life—whether good or bad—generally only has a limited, temporary impact on our subjective happiness. Happiness begins to slip away as soon as we grab it. For decades science has been applying adaptation-level theory to try and understand why good things don’t seem to last, but it was a 1978 paper by Philip Brickman, Dan Coates, and Ronnie Janoff-Bulman about lottery winners that really got people’s attention.17 What these researchers found is that we can have amazing, unexpected experiences—winning the lottery, for example—and life is temporarily thrilling, but that we have a tendency to adapt. We eventually acclimate to our new reality and return to whatever default level of happiness we were originally accustomed to. In fact, when we are not deliberate in our approach to our changing circumstances, we risk being less happy because of new complications (e.g., for lottery winners, the arrival of pressure from friends and family who want to share in the good fortune) and new responsibilities (as The Notorious B.I.G. would say, “Mo money, mo problems”). The good news is that more recent research shows that all hope is not lost, even for lottery winners. We can indeed improve our life satisfaction, if we are able to assimilate good fortune effectively.18 We can “outsmart” adaptation, if given the right tools.


3. We are good at comparing. Feeling happy can often have less to do with our actual experience, and more to do with how we think it compares to someone else’s.


Much of how we perceive happiness is predicated on shared experience. In this way, our happiness is almost like a mass hallucination. We compare ourselves against others in whatever consensus reality we are living in within that moment.


For example, a French sociodemographic study noted that, when given a choice, people usually don’t want to have “more” in any abstract sense. They just want to have more than those around them. When participants in the study were asked if they would prefer to have an IQ of 110 while others had an average IQ of 90, or an IQ of 130 while others had an IQ of 150, many participants chose the first option, even though that would mean having a lower IQ overall. Similarly, many preferred four weeks of vacation if others had two instead of six weeks of vacation if others had eight.19


Inherent in all of us are deep-seated evolutionary mechanisms predisposing us to the hedonic treadmill. You finally take that vacation, and it doesn’t make you as happy as you thought because it didn’t live up to the hype. You finally get that promotion, but your elation wears off as you adapt into the new role. Worse, you find it’s not what you expected. Your child relishes the excitement of holiday gifts, only to have their world fall apart when they compare their good fortune to that of their cousin’s who happened to get something a little bit cooler. The positive aspects of these experiences prove ephemeral, and we return to our original state (that pesky happiness set point) or sometimes feel even worse.


Enter the Nothing


Have you ever seen the movie The Neverending Story? In it, an all-powerful, malevolent force called The Nothing is devouring the magical world of Fantasia, leaving behind only a bleak emptiness meant to signify an utter lack of imagination in the “real” world. That’s how I’ve come to think of mindless media consumption and other soul-sucking activities—a seemingly unstoppable Nothing capable of sucking pleasure and meaning from life . . . if we let it.


Let’s take social media consumption, for instance. Social media platforms can be effective for having a bit of fun, connecting with others, and relishing and reminiscing over our memories. I certainly enjoy engaging with people and sharing online, so I’m not trying to demonize these tools. It’s important to remember, though, that these applications are specifically engineered to invade and commandeer our leisure. They compel our attention through contrived engagement levers. As the software reminds us that certain events have been socially rewarded, we slowly learn to rank our memories through comments and likes, instead of the intrinsic merits of our experiences.


These types of game mechanics—meant to keep us using the platform—can lead to unintended behavior change, as little by little we do things to make the “Gram” happy, instead of making ourselves happy. We forgo situational intimacy and dilute it through the act of vicarious displacement. As our audience grows, validation increasingly comes from outside sources, from a Nothing army—strangers who have little or no real interest in us or our well-being.


Our experiences, instead of being ends in themselves, now are a means toward status through strange virtual currencies that have almost no value, and for most of us, are pretty much good for Nothing. Seeing another uptick in the like counter leaves you temporarily satiated by that release of dopamine. The fleeting gratification is easy to access and enjoyable, so you return for more, again and again. Sounds a bit like a budding addiction, doesn’t it? That’s because it is. Emerging science suggests these practices are changing the structure of our brain and making us more prone to depression and anxiety.20 In fact, some researchers argue that rising statistics in suicide and depression coincide with the expansion of smartphones and social media usage.21 The work of Dr. Jean Marie Twenge, a professor of psychology at San Diego State University, has been particularly prominent around the idea of smartphones destroying mental health. Although some have criticized her for being overly negative in her interpretations, her research shows that social media likely has a significant negative effect on our well-being.22


In The Compass of Pleasure,23 an entire book dedicated to the science of what makes us feel good, author David J. Linden points out that pain was once thought to be the opposite of pleasure—until we started studying that trickster dopamine and discovered that pain, too, can activate our reward circuits. We now understand the opposite of pleasure to be ennui—dissatisfaction resulting from a lack of stimulation and enrichment. If ennui is an enemy of fun, the Nothing is fun’s ultimate villain.


Fun’s Secret Weapon, Oxytocin


The way we believe we are staying happy these days is doing little to enrich our lives; it is simply effort that gets lost in the void of the Nothing. We work hard at being happy for little lasting reward, and when happiness is elusive, we are left wondering why.


To all this, fun is the antidote—maybe even literally, neurochemically. You see, fun shared with others is connected to a second, equally important feel-good hormone that we don’t talk about enough: oxytocin. We earn some of our oxytocin through prosocial interactions and engaging in experiences that connect us to others. Oxytocin gives us that real sweetness of something larger than ourselves, while dopamine is metaphorically feel-good saccharin.


Without conscious control, we let others commandeer our time. It leaves us feeling trapped and powerless because we know it shouldn’t be that way. We ignore our primal urges for agency and autonomy and placate those feelings by donating to Will’s adventure, or by posting a #tbt photo and watching the likes trickle in. The problem is that’s not real connection. We push those buttons while ignoring the people we’re sharing a meal with and call this virtual exchange social engagement, while deep inside a feeling nags that life is passing us by. All we’ve done is thrown another moment into the Nothing.


When we have a bias toward fun, we start to take back control. When we prioritize sharing in deliberate experiences, when we actively seek out meaningful social interaction with others through fun, we escape the need for dopamine’s IV drip. As such, fun is an antidote to the hedonic treadmill, enriching our lives instead of simply repressing our true need to feel alive and connected.


Oxytocin release appears to be more than merely pleasurable; research suggests it protects us from our own negative impulses. When Dr. Volker Ott at the University of Lübeck in Germany and his colleagues gave a group of twenty healthy men oxytocin, their self-restraint increased and their snack consumption decreased, leading the researchers to conclude that oxytocin can have a significant effect on controlling reward-related behavior.24 When we prioritize activities that enrich us with oxytocin, satisfying our need for fun, we’re better equipped to move beyond instant gratification and make better choices about how to invest our time and attention. Encouraging the release of oxytocin also appears to support the bonds of connectedness through helping us experience empathy more deeply. As such, we go from feeding the Nothing to feeding ourselves and those we genuinely care about. When oxytocin is present, we tend to act more prosocial and better actualize that it’s not about ourselves and how we rank against others, but rather that we are better when we are supporting each other.25


Note: Oxytocin and dopamine have real and studied links with behavior. Science is beginning to gather pieces of the puzzle but concedes that the full picture of how they work in the body is far more complex than our current understanding. Neurotransmitters aren’t an either/or; they’re interrelated and symbiotic, and they are put to a variety of different uses by the body. So, while it’s not really oxytocin vs. dopamine in the brain—in fact, they’re more like playmates who need each other to have fun—they’re useful here as metaphors for what we should value and why.


A Simple Theory of Fun


Fun has been so villainized, marginalized, obfuscated, and ignored that it needs a do-over. Our adventure together begins by understanding the true nature of fun. Happiness is a state of mind, but fun is something you can do. It doesn’t require education, money, or power. All it requires is intentionality. If happiness is a mirage, fun is your backyard oasis. By the end of this chapter, we are going to start to take immediate action. That’s how fun does.


From the point of view of science, fun is comparatively undiscovered territory. In that way, it’s like lightning, which humans have watched with fear and awe since the dawn of mankind. Lightning is spectacular, it is real, and in some cases, it can be destructive—and yet even today, exactly how it manifests is a mystery.26 Scientists disagree about how thunderclouds charge, and how they initiate a spark. Lightning breaks basic rules of physics.


Similarly, much about fun remains mysterious. Scientific knowledge about its origins is largely speculative. One theory is that early in our evolution we figured out having fun supports our brain’s development.27 Having fun with others taught humans how to cooperate and develop mutual agreements that set the stage for future social norms and consensus. As our ancestors engaged in fun and play, they developed rewarding relationships and beneficial, prosocial agreements that are the underpinning of modern group dynamics. Because of this aspect of fun’s power, fun likely facilitated the growth of our societies, or so the theory goes.


These are guesses. The truth is no one knows fun’s evolutionary origins for sure or why having fun is so useful in helping us thrive. But unlike happiness, a subjective construct defined by human perception, fun is demonstrable, observable, real, and immediately in our grasp. It is primal and universal, operating at a level deeper than culture—a fact that’s readily evident when you remember that many animals seek fun, not just humans. Fun is as simple as two dogs playing and as complex as the pathway accredited to some of Albert Einstein’s most significant discoveries.


For those who desire a simple definition of fun, here you go: fun is engagement in pleasurable experiences. But let’s go a level deeper because fun is also so much more. Fun is:




1. Biased Toward Action


Fun is immediate. You’re either having fun or you’re not. In science, we define the affective quality of experience through the label of hedonic tone, more commonly referred to as valence. In the spirit of keeping things simple, the words hedonic and valence are the only two pieces of pop psych jargon I’d like you to remember as we progress. Experiences that are positively valent are pleasurable, the ones that are negatively valent are not. When we bias ourselves toward fun, meaning we restack the deck in our favor for more positive experiences, we start racking up gains.28 In contrast, when we concern ourselves with “becoming” more happy, by proxy we are subconsciously identifying ourselves as unhappy (or at best not happy enough). This gap within ourselves—this lagging indicator of well-being—becomes our focus, part of our identity, crowding out the empowering belief that we have agency regarding how we spend our time.


2. Prosocial


Fun is inclusive. It’s not reliant on the “you can’t pour from an empty cup” and “put your mask on first” attitude that many who focus on happiness convey. Instead, fun often transports you outside yourself. I loved how the neuroscientist Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett put it when we spoke: “You dislodge yourself from the center of your own universe for a few minutes.” You move from a me space to a we space.


Fun is predisposed to benefit not just you, but all who share in it. Take laughing with friends, for instance. As the comedic actor John Cleese nicely put it, “It’s almost impossible to maintain any kind of distance or any sense of social hierarchy when you’re just howling with laughter. Laughter is a force for democracy.”29


This isn’t to say that fun requires the company of others. Solitary fun is just as important and may be particularly important to introverts. That said, the people we care about can be our most potent sources of fun. As well, when I say fun is prosocial, I also mean that fun is not something you have at someone else’s expense. Interestingly, when the word fun first appeared in the English language, probably in the late 1600s, it initially meant a cheat or a hoax. That connotation remains today when we say, “I had a little fun at someone’s expense,” and maybe has contributed to our dim attitude toward fun in general. Let’s do away with that baggage. Going forward, let’s agree that it isn’t fun if you have to hurt someone else to have it.


3. Autonomous


Fun’s prosocial slant makes some feel like advocating for fun is just another form of the office bully telling you to smile more. Unlike happiness (that’s been quantifiably defined by science), fun is uniquely yours to define. Your fun is autonomous, it’s uniquely yours, and you own it. The only commonality fun shares with us all is positive valence—the energy that fills us up. When others push their idea of fun upon you it can be harmful. This practice is another reason fun has gotten a bad rap, and we’ll address this issue in the chapter about fun at work.


4. Extraordinary


Fun has so many levels—evident from the emerging smirk you get from reading a funny comic to the immersive wave of physiological and psychological pleasure you feel from peak experiences. Fun can be cuddling with a partner watching Netflix for one and gloriously beating a drum set for another. The best part, as we’ll discover, is that no matter what fun means to you, it can lead you to transcend the ordinary. There is a miraculous area of fun that sits beyond science, beyond measurement.


I like to think of valence as two colors of a roulette wheel. I’ll let you decide which color represents positive experience and which represents negative. Yours to pick. When we develop a Fun Habit, we rig that winning color in our favor. We cannot ensure the ball will never fall in negative valence, but we can usually influence our time in such a way that we index more good experiences than bad. We can also learn to enjoy our experience even when things don’t break our way. Why I love the roulette analogy though, is the wheel’s green pockets. Fun at its best transcends the dichotomy of unhappy and happy. There is a special pocket of fun you cannot find on a linear scale. It lies beyond valence. We leapfrog simple aspirations of greater subjective well-being and acknowledge them for what they are, trivial concerns of the self. These peak moments are momentarily absent of happiness and sadness, and those lucky enough to find them describe the experiences as wonder beyond the grasp of words. These liberating leaps have the potential to connect us to something greater—something that, as you’ll see, I have come to call The Mystery.







Hall of Fun: Albert Einstein




[image: Albert Einstein sits between his wife, Elsa, and Doctor Frank Aydelotte in a car. He sticks his tongue out for a photo.]

Albert Einstein’s 72nd birthday party at Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey, 3/14/1951





Despite his complex mind, Einstein was known to be a lot of fun. You inevitably know the cropped version of this iconic portrait, but you might not know the backstory. The photo was taken by Arthur Sasse, on March 14, 1951, Einstein’s seventy-second birthday. In the uncropped photo, we can see Einstein sitting in a car, between his wife, Elsa, and Dr. Frank Aydelotte, the head of the Institute for Advanced Study. The story goes that as they were leaving his birthday celebration for their home in Princeton, New Jersey, Einstein was repeatedly asked to smile at the cameras. When Sasse asked for one last photo, he defiantly made a funny face. Einstein liked the resulting image so much, he immediately ordered multiple copies so he could sign and send them to friends as a joke. Later on, he used this photo to make greeting cards.


Einstein rarely let others get in the way of his fun. He was quick to joke, rarely wore socks (he thought that the shoes should do the job), let his mustache and hair grow, and gave interviews on his porch in fluffy pink slippers. His commitment to fun ran deep—and yet when Sasse sent his photo to editors for publication, they debated whether it was even appropriate to make it public, given Einstein’s eminence. It only ever saw the light of day because Sasse related how much the great scientist himself loved the image.


According to Walter Isaacson’s biography, Einstein: His Life and Universe,30 the personality traits that contributed most to Einstein’s greatness were curiosity and nonconformism. Scientific studies suggest that humor and intelligence are associated. People who show an aptitude for fun also seem to have superior cognitive abilities.31 Einstein was excellent proof of that. Legend has it that Einstein said his other great idea (after relativity) was adding an egg while cooking a bowl of soup, so that you can boil an egg without making an extra pot dirty.





Fun Is Not a Gateway Drug


My guess is that some of you only need a nudge. A gentle reminder to realign. I get excited when I hear from someone who at first blush wrote off fun as nothing more than whimsy, only to use some of the tactics you are about to learn and discover that more enjoyment was waiting right in front of them the entire time.


For those of you who are still resistant, let me assure you I am not trying to sell you a gateway drug. Having a Fun Habit isn’t about making sure you’re at Burning Man next year (unless that’s what you consider fun). Nor am I asking you to ignore or deny all in life that is difficult, wrong, and upsetting. That would be toxic positivity—the damaging belief that we shouldn’t have negative emotions. As we’ll learn later, limiting our range of emotions has a serious downside, and the reality of life is that it’s just not possible to be happy all the time. It’s harmful to pretend otherwise. So, let’s scroll past that “positive vibes only” meme right now and accept there will be hours each week we need to spend on unpleasant tasks to be contributing members of the human race. In addition to our daily routines, we will inevitably be faced with surprises, some of which will suck.


What I am suggesting is that society has now devalued fun and leisure so much it’s significantly harming us. Just as it was once popular to villainize rest and recovery while championing sleep deprivation—a practice fading away only after it’s been exposed as asinine and unhealthy—it is time that we stop villainizing fun in the same way, because an enjoyable life is just as important as a well-rested one.


If you find yourself pushing back against the idea of having more fun, fearful that dialing up enjoyment runs the risk of rampant self-indulgence or escapism—then I ask you to evaluate how this reaction might speak to your own current worldview on renewal. Taking back our control, our autonomy, and finding enjoyment has never been more important. The sooner we are able to realize that the better. Let’s get started.




Take Action: Create A Fun Booster


Building your Fun Habit starts here: Explore your photos and find an image that exemplifies fun for you. Ideally, you will be in the photo, a visual artifact of a moment or time when you experienced the pure joy of living. (If you can’t find one of you, any photo that documents a fun experience will do.)


Print the photo and keep it near your desk; dress it up with a nice frame or a hand-drawn border, if that speaks to you. When you’re feeling down or doubtful, look at the picture. That’s step one. Step two is to use the image to vividly re-create in your mind the experience that surrounded that photo.


Like most of the recommendations in this book, this activity is informed by research. In a study published in the Journal of Happiness, researchers looked at how different kinds of reminiscing boosted mood. Students were randomly assigned to spend ten minutes a day either reminiscing by replaying a happy memory in their thoughts (called cognitive imagery), or reminiscing using memorabilia, such as photos or scrapbooks. A third control group was asked to spend the ten minutes thinking about current conditions. They found that both of the reminiscing groups reported increases in the percent of time they felt happy in the following week—but that happiness increased more in the cognitive imagery group.32


With this in mind, glancing at the photo is good. Using it as the launching point to mentally relive a fun day is even better. That is why we dedicate an entire coming chapter to reminiscing. For now, though, simply let your chosen image be a reminder that you’re not only capable of fun, you’re on a path toward genuine and lasting well-being, no matter what challenges life brings your way. Fun lights the way forward.
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Time to PLAY




I’m here today because I refused to be unhappy. I took a chance.


—WANDA SYKES





Hopefully after reading chapter 1, you now share my passionate perspective on the innate and wondrous value of fun and are eager to learn and use the strategies in this book to harness fun’s power. You also recognize the obstacles and headwinds and are ready to join the fight against the status quo. Here’s how you strike the first blow: by adding novel, pleasurable activities into your daily life, starting today. In addition, identify and begin to remove any resistance that stands in the way of moving from theory to practice. Let’s start immediately on building momentum.


“I don’t have time” is the reaction I most often get when I encourage people to schedule more fun into their daily lives. The objective of this chapter, therefore, is to provide everything you need to fix that. Building a Fun Habit means seizing each day as an opportunity for enjoyment. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to restack your deck with positive experiences that enrich you and compound over time, leading to better and better choices.


The PLAY Model is a simple but powerful tool to support that journey. What you’re going to do with the PLAY Model is radical, even countercultural. It’s also liberating. In the past you may have been encouraged to audit your calendar for productivity. You may have even taken a course or paid someone to help you squeeze more usefulness out of every minute. Summon, now, your most rebellious self, and instead of auditing your calendar for productivity, audit it for fun. In fact, since audit is listed in Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary of the Utterly Unfun, let’s revolutionize your calendar instead. Be brave. Give yourself permission to see through clear eyes, independent of the beliefs and priorities that may have driven your decisions in the past. I promise that in doing so, you’ll uncover hidden opportunities to increase your fun, even without sacrificing productivity.
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