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  To a very good friend




  in times of change




  





  Introduction




  Self-help exposed, Sophie’s question and the potential for rapid change.




  





  




  Do you want to improve an important aspect of your life? Perhaps lose weight, find your perfect partner, obtain your dream job, or simply be happier? Try this simple

  exercise:




  

    

      Close your eyes and imagine the new you. Think how great you would look in those close-fitting designer jeans, dating Brad Pitt or Angelina Jolie, sitting in a luxurious

      leather chair at the top of the corporate ladder, or sipping a piña colada as the warm waves of the Caribbean gently lap at your feet.


    


  




  The good news is that this type of exercise has been recommended by some in the self-help industry for years. The bad news is that a large body of research now shows that such

  exercises are at best ineffective and at worst, harmful.1 Although asking you to imagine your perfect self may make you feel better, engaging in such mental

  escapism may also have the unfortunate side effect of leaving you unprepared for the difficulties that crop up on the rocky road to success, thus increasing the chances of you faltering at the

  first hurdle rather than persisting in the face of failure. Fantasizing about heaven on earth may put a smile on your face, but is unlikely to help transform your dreams into reality.




  Other research suggests that the same goes for many popular self-help techniques that claim to improve your life. Attempting to ‘think yourself happy’ by suppressing negative

  thoughts can make people obsess on the very thing that makes them unhappy. Group brainstorming can produce fewer and less original ideas than individuals working alone. Punching a pillow and

  screaming out loud can increase, rather than decrease, your anger and stress levels.




  Then there is the infamous ‘Yale Goal Study’. According to some writers, in 1953 a team of researchers interviewed Yale’s graduating seniors, asking them whether they had

  written down the specific goals that they wanted to achieve in life. Twenty years later the researchers tracked down the same cohort and found that the 3 per cent of people who had specific goals

  all those years before had accumulated more personal wealth than the other 97 per cent of their classmates combined. It is a great story, and frequently cited in self-help books and seminars to

  illustrate the power of goal-setting. There is just one small problem – as far as anyone can tell, the experiment never actually took place. In 2007, writer Lawrence Tabak from the magazine

  Fast Company attempted to track down the study, contacting several writers who had cited it, the secretary of the Yale Class of 1953, and other researchers who had attempted to discover

  whether the study had actually happened.2 No one could produce any evidence that it had ever been conducted, causing Tabak to conclude that it was almost

  certainly nothing more than an urban myth. For years, self-help gurus had been happy to describe a study without checking their facts.




  Both the public and business world have bought into modern-day mind myths for years and, in so doing, may have decreased the likelihood of achieving their aims and ambitions. Worse still, such

  failures often encourage people to believe that they cannot control their lives. This is especially unfortunate, as even the smallest loss of perceived control can have dramatic effects on

  people’s confidence, happiness and lifespan. In one classic study conducted by Ellen Langer at Harvard University, half the residents in a nursing home were given a houseplant and asked to

  look after it, while the other half were given an identical plant but told that the staff would take responsibility for it.3 Six months later, the residents

  who had been robbed of even this small amount of control over their lives were significantly less happy, healthy and active than the others. Even more distressingly, 30 per cent of residents who

  had not looked after their plant had died, compared to 15 per cent of those who had been allowed to exercise such control. Similar results have been found in many areas, including education,

  career, health, relationships, and dieting. The message is clear – those who do not feel in control of their lives are less successful, and less psychologically and physically healthy, than

  those who do feel in control.




  A few years ago I was having lunch with a friend called Sophie. Sophie is a bright, successful, thirty-something who holds a senior position in a firm of management consultants. Over lunch,

  Sophie explained that she had recently bought a well-known book on increasing happiness, and asked me what I thought of the industry. I explained that I had serious reservations about the

  scientific backing for some of the techniques being promoted, and described how any failure to change could do considerable psychological harm. Sophie looked concerned, and then asked whether

  academic psychology had produced more scientifically-supported ways of improving people’s lives. I started to describe some of the quite complex academic work into happiness, and after about

  fifteen minutes or so Sophie stopped me. She politely explained that, interesting though it was, she was a busy person and asked whether I could come up with some effective advice that didn’t

  take up quite so much time to implement. I asked how long I had. Sophie glanced at her watch, smiled, and replied ‘About a minute?’




  Sophie’s comment made me stop and think. Many people are attracted to self-development and improvement because it offers quick and easy solutions to various issues in their lives.

  Unfortunately, most academic psychology either fails to address these issues or presents far more time-consuming and complex answers (thus the scene in Woody Allen’s film Sleeper,

  where Allen’s character discovers that he has woken up 200 years in the future, sighs, and explains that had he been in therapy all this time he’d almost be cured). I wondered whether

  there were tips and techniques hidden away in academic journals that were empirically supported but quick to carry out.




  Over the course of a few months I carefully searched through endless journals containing research papers from many different areas of psychology. As I examined the work, a promising pattern

  emerged, with researchers working in quite different fields developing techniques that help people achieve their aims and ambitions in minutes not months. I collected together hundreds of these

  studies drawn from many different areas of the behavioural sciences. From mood to memory, persuasion to procrastination, resilience to relationships, together they represent a new science of rapid

  change.




  There is a very old story, often told to fill time during training courses, involving a man trying to fix his broken boiler. Despite his best efforts over many months, he simply can’t mend

  it. Eventually he gives in and decides to call in an expert repairman. The engineer arrives, gives one gentle tap on the side of the boiler and stands back as it erupts into life. The engineer

  presents the man with a bill, and the man argues that he should only pay a small fee as the job only took the engineer a few moments. The engineer quietly explains that the man is not paying for

  the time he took to tap the boiler, but rather the years of experience involved in knowing exactly where to tap. Just like the expert engineer tapping the boiler, the techniques described in this

  book demonstrate that effective change does not have to be time-consuming. In fact, it can take less than a minute and is often simply a question of knowing exactly where to tap.




  





  1. HAPPINESS




  Why positive thinking often fails, how the real route to happiness involves a pencil, keeping the perfect diary, small acts of kindness and developing the gratitude

  attitude.




  





  




  Why is it important to be happy? Well, for one thing, by definition, you will feel better. However, there is more to it than that. Happiness does not just make you enjoy life

  more, it actually affects how successful you are in both your personal and professional life.




  A few years ago, Sonja Lyubomirsky and her colleagues from the University of California set about the mammoth task of reviewing hundreds of studies in which experimenters cheered up selected

  people and then monitored the effects of their new-found joy.1 All sorts of procedures were employed to make participants feel happy, including having them

  smell freshly cut flowers, read out positive affirmations (‘I really am a good person’), eat chocolate cake, dance or watch a funny film. Sometimes the experimenters resorted to

  trickery, telling participants that they had performed especially well on an IQ test, or ensuring that they ‘accidentally’ found some money in the street. Regardless of the method used,

  the overall result was clear – happiness doesn’t just flow from success, it actually causes it.




  After trawling the data from over 250,000 participants, Lyubomirsky discovered impressive benefits to being happy. Happiness makes people more sociable and altruistic, it increases how much they

  like themselves and others, it improves their ability to resolve conflict and it strengthens their immune systems. The cumulative effect means that people have more satisfying and successful

  relationships, find especially fulfilling careers and live longer, healthier, lives.




  Given the emotional and tangible benefits of happiness, it is not surprising that everyone wants a slice of the pie. But what is the most effective way of putting a permanent smile on your face?

  Ask most people the question, and you are likely to receive a two-word answer – more money. In survey after survey, the need for a fatter wallet consistently tops the ‘must have’

  list for happiness.2 But is it really possible to buy happiness, or do financial aspirations set you on the road to despair?




  Part of the answer comes from a remarkable study conducted in the 1970s by Philip Brickman and his colleagues, from the Northwestern University.3

  Brickman wanted to discover what happens to people’s happiness when their financial dreams come true. Does a huge windfall really create a long-term smile, or does the initial thrill quickly

  fade away as new-found fortune becomes commonplace? Brickman contacted a group of people who had won a major prize in the Illinois State Lottery, including several who had hit the million-dollar

  jackpot. As a control group, he randomly selected people from the Illinois telephone directory. Everyone was asked to rate how happy they were at that moment and how happy they expected to be in

  the future. In addition, they were asked to say how much pleasure they derived from everyday pleasures in life, such as chatting with friends, hearing a funny joke or receiving a compliment. The

  results provide a striking insight into the relationship between happiness and money.




  Contrary to popular belief, those who had won the lottery were no more or less happy than those in the control group. There was also no significant difference between the groups when it came to

  how happy they expected to be in the future. In fact, there was only one difference – compared to those who had won the lottery, the people in the control group derived significantly more

  pleasure from the simple things in life.




  As winning the lottery is a rather unusual way of obtaining financial security, psychologists have also examined the relationship between income and happiness among those who have worked for

  their wealth.




  Some of this work has involved carrying out large-scale international surveys by having people rate how happy they are (usually using standard ten-point scales that run from ‘very

  unhappy’ to ‘very happy’) and then plotting countries’ average happiness ratings against their Gross National Product (GNP).4 The

  results suggest that while people in very poor nations are not as happy as those in wealthier countries, this relationship vanishes once a country has obtained a relatively modest GNP. Studies

  examining the possible link between salary and happiness found the same type of pattern. When people can afford the necessities in life, an increase in income does not result in a significantly

  happier life.




  So why should this be the case? Part of the reason is that we all get used to what we have very quickly. Buying a new car or bigger house provides a short-term feel-good boost, but we quickly

  become accustomed to it and sink back to our pre-purchase level of joy. As psychologist David Myers once phrased it: ‘Thanks to our capacity to adapt to ever greater fame and fortune,

  yesterday’s luxuries can soon become today’s necessities and tomorrow’s relics.’5 If money cannot buy happiness, what is the best

  way of putting a long-term smile on your face?




  The bad news is that research shows that about 50 per cent of your overall sense of happiness is genetically determined, and so cannot be altered.6 The

  better news is that another 10 per cent is due to general circumstances (educational level, income and whether you are married or single, etc.) that are difficult to change. However, the best news

  is that the remaining 40 per cent is derived from your day-to-day behaviour, and the way in which you think about yourself and others. With a little knowledge, this large chunk can be changed

  quickly, allowing you to become substantially happier in just a few seconds.




  The problem is that much of the advice offered in some self-help books and courses is at odds with the results of scientific research. Take, for example, the power of positive thinking. Does the

  road to happiness really depend on people being able to simply push negative thoughts out of their mind? Actually, research suggests that such thought suppression is far more likely to increase,

  rather than decrease, misery.




  In the mid-1980s, Harvard psychologist Daniel Wegner chanced across an obscure but intriguing quote from Dostoyevsky’s Winter Notes On Summer Impressions: ‘Try to pose for

  yourself this task: not to think of a polar bear, and you will see that the cursed thing will come to mind every minute.’ Wegner decided to carry out a simple experiment to discover if this

  was true. Each person from a group of willing volunteers was made to sit alone in a room, and told to think about anything, but NOT to imagine Dostoyevsky’s white bear. Everyone was then

  asked to ring a bell each time the banned bear sprang to mind. Within moments a cacophony of bells indicated that Dostoyevsky was right – attempting to suppress certain thoughts makes people

  obsess on the very topic that they are attempting to avoid.




  Other work has shown how this effect operates in real life, with one study, conducted by Jennifer Borton and Elizabeth Casey from Hamilton College in New York, providing a dramatic demonstration

  of how it affects people’s mood and self-esteem.7 Borton and Casey told a group of people to describe their most upsetting thought about

  themselves, and then had half the group spend the next eleven days trying to push this thought out of their minds. The remaining participants were asked to carry on life as normal. At the end of

  each day, everyone indicated the degree to which they had dwelt upon their upsetting thought, and rated their mood, anxiety levels and self-esteem. The results were conceptually similar to those

  obtained by Wegner’s ‘white bear’ experiment, with the group attempting to actively suppress their negative thoughts actually thinking about them more. Compared to those going

  about their business as usual, the suppression group also rated themselves as more anxious, more depressed and having lower self-esteem. More than twenty years of research has demonstrated that

  this paradoxical phenomenon occurs in many different aspects of everyday life, showing, for example, that asking dieters not to think about chocolate causes them to consume more of it, and asking

  the public not to elect fools into government encourages them to vote for George Bush.8




  So, if thought suppression is not the answer, what can you do? One possibility is to distract yourself: spend time with your family, go to a party, get more involved in your work, take up a new

  hobby. Although this technique can often provide an effective short-term boost, it will probably not lead to a long-term sense of contentment. For that, research suggests that you need to know how

  to use a pencil, how to keep the perfect diary, how to carry out small acts of kindness, and how to develop the gratitude attitude.




  Creating the Perfect Diary




  All of us will experience unpleasant and traumatic events during our lives: perhaps the break-up of a long-term relationship, the death of a loved one, being made redundant, or,

  on a really bad day, all three. Both common sense and many types of psychotherapy suggest that the best way forward is to share your pain with others. Those adopting this ‘a problem shared is

  a problem halved’ approach believe that venting your emotions is cathartic and helps you release negative emotions and move forward. It is a nice idea and one that holds tremendous intuitive

  appeal. Indeed, surveys show that 90 per cent of the public believe that talking to someone else about a traumatic experience will help ease their pain.9

  But is that really the case?




  To investigate, Emmanuelle Zech and Bernard Rime from the University of Louvain in Belgium carried out an intriguing, and important, study.10 A group

  of participants were asked to select a negative experience from their past. To make the study as realistic as possible, participants were asked to avoid the trivial stuff, like missing a train or

  not being able to find a parking space, and think instead about ‘the most negative upsetting emotional event in their life, one they still thought about and still needed to talk about’.

  From death to divorce and from illness to abuse, the issues were serious. One group of participants were then asked to have a long chat with a supportive experimenter about the event, while a

  second group were invited to chat about a far more mundane topic – a typical day. After one week, and then again after two months, everyone went back to the lab and completed various

  questionnaires that measured their emotional well-being.




  Participants who had spent time talking about their traumatic event thought that the chat had been helpful. However, the various questionnaires told a very different story. In reality, the chat

  had had no significant impact at all. Participants thought that it was beneficial to share their negative emotional experiences, but in terms of the difference it made to how well they were coping,

  they might just as well have been chatting about a typical day.




  So, if talking about negative experiences to a sympathetic but untrained individual is a waste of time, what can be done to help ease the pain of the past? As we saw at the start of this

  section, trying to suppress negative thoughts can be just as bad.11 Instead, one option involves ‘expressive writing’.




  In several studies, participants who have experienced a traumatic event have been encouraged to spend just a few minutes each day writing a diary-type account of their deepest thoughts and

  feelings about it.12 For example, in one study participants who had just been made redundant were asked to reflect upon their deepest thoughts and

  feelings about their job loss, including how it had affected both their personal and professional lives.13 Although these types of exercises were both

  speedy and simple, the results revealed that participants experienced a remarkable boost in their psychological and physical well-being, including a reduction in health problems and an increase in

  self-esteem and happiness. The results left psychologists with something of a mystery. Why would talking about a traumatic experience have almost no effect, but writing about it yield such

  significant benefits?




  From a psychological perspective, talking and writing are very different. Talking can often be somewhat unstructured, disorganized, even chaotic. In contrast, writing encourages the creation of

  a story line and structure that help people make sense of what has happened and work towards a solution. In short, talking can add to a sense of confusion while writing provides a more systematic,

  and solution-based, approach.




  This is clearly helpful for those who have been unfortunate enough to experience real trauma in their lives, but can the same type of idea also be used to promote everyday happiness? Three

  different, but related, bodies of research suggest that this is indeed the case.




  The Gratitude Attitude




  First, take the research into the psychology of gratitude. Present an individual with a constant sound, image or smell and something very peculiar happens. They slowly get more

  and more used to it and eventually it vanishes from their awareness. For example, if you walk into a room that smells of freshly baked bread, you quickly detect the rather pleasant aroma. However,

  stay in the room for a few minutes and the smell will appear to disappear. In fact, the only way to reawaken it is to walk out of the room and back in again. Exactly the same concept applies to

  many areas of our lives, including happiness. Everyone has something to be happy about. Perhaps they have a loving partner, good health, great kids, a satisfying job, close friends, interesting

  hobbies, caring parents, a roof over their heads, clean water to drink, a signed Billy Joel album, or enough food to eat. However, as time passes, they get used to what they have and, just like the

  smell of fresh bread, these wonderful assets vanish from their mind. As the old cliché goes, you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.




  Psychologists Robert Emmons and Michael McCullough wondered what would happen to people’s happiness levels if they were asked to carry out the conceptual equivalent of leaving the

  bread-smelling room and coming back in again. The researchers wanted to discover the effect of reminding people of the good things that were constantly present in their lives.14 Three groups of people were asked to spend a few moments each week writing. The first group listed five things for which they were grateful, the second noted down five

  things that annoyed them and the final group jotted down five events that had taken place during the previous week. Everyone scribbled away: the ‘gratitude’ group remarked on things

  from seeing the sunset on a summer’s day to the generosity of their friends; the ‘annoyed’ group listed taxes and their children arguing; the ‘events’ group detailed

  making breakfast and driving to work. The results were startling. Compared to those in either the ‘annoyed’ or ‘events’ groups, those expressing gratitude ended up happier,

  much more optimistic about the future, physically healthier and even exercised significantly more.




  Your Inner Perfect Self




  When trying to write your way to a happier life, expressing gratitude is just the tip of the iceberg. There is also the notion of getting in touch with your inner perfect self.

  In the introduction I noted that a large body of research shows that visualizing a wonderful future is unlikely to increase the chances of achieving your goals. However, other work suggests that,

  when it comes to putting a smile on your face, such exercises are more likely to prove beneficial. In a classic study conducted by Laura King from the Southern Methodist University, participants

  were asked to spend a few minutes during four consecutive days describing their ideal future. They were asked to be realistic, but imagine that all had gone as well as it possibly could, and that

  they had achieved their goals. Another group were asked to imagine a traumatic event that had happened to them, and a third group simply wrote about their plans for the day. The results revealed

  that those who had described their best possible future ended up significantly happier than those in the other groups.15 In a follow-up study, King and

  her colleague repeated the experiment, this time having people describe the most wonderful experience in their lives.16 Three months later, assessments

  revealed that compared to a control group, those reliving an intensely happy moment were significantly happier.




  Affectionate Writing




  Finally, another body of research has examined the idea of ‘affectionate writing’. It may come as no great surprise to learn that being in a loving relationship is

  good for your physical and psychological health. However, are these benefits the result of receiving love, expressing love or both? To find out, Kory Floyd and his colleagues from Arizona State

  University asked some volunteers to think about someone they loved and spend 20 minutes describing why this person meant so much to them. As a control, another group were asked to write about

  something that had happened to them during the past week. Each group repeated their writing exercise three times over the course of five weeks. Once again, this simple procedure had a dramatic

  effect, with those spending just a few minutes engaged in affectionate writing showing a marked increase in happiness, a reduction in stress and even a significant decrease in their cholesterol

  levels.17




  In short, when it comes to an instant fix for everyday happiness, certain types of writing have a surprisingly quick and significant impact. Expressing gratitude, thinking

  about a perfect future and affectionate writing have been scientifically proven to work, and all they require is a pen, a piece of paper and a few moments of your time.




  IN 59 SECONDS OR LESS




  To help incorporate effective writing techniques into your life, I have put together a rather unusual diary. Instead of keeping a record of the past, this diary encourages you

  to write about topics that will help create a happier future. The diary should be completed on five days of the week, with each entry taking just a few moments. Maintain the diary for one week.

  Research suggests that you will quickly notice the difference in mood and happiness, and that these changes may persist for months.18 If you feel the

  effects wearing off, simply repeat the exercise again.




  

    

      Monday: Thanksgiving




      There are many things in your life for which to be grateful. These might include having close friends, being in a loving relationship, being part of a supportive family,

      enjoying good health, having a roof over your head or enough food to eat. Alternatively, you might have a job that you love, have happy memories of the past, recently had a nice experience,

      such as an especially lovely cup of coffee, enjoyed the smile of a stranger, had your dog welcome you home, eaten a great meal or stopped to smell the flowers. Think back over the past week and

      list three of these things below.




      [image: ]




      Tuesday: Terrific Times




      Think about one of the most wonderful experiences in your life. Perhaps a moment when you felt suddenly contented, were in love, listened to an amazing piece of music, saw

      an incredible performance or had a great time with friends. Choose just one experience and imagine yourself back in that moment in time. Imagine how you felt and what was going on around you.

      Now spend a few moments writing down a description of that experience and how you felt. Do not worry about your spelling, punctuation or grammar. Instead, simply commit your thoughts to

      paper.




      Wednesday: Future Fantastic




      Spend a few moments writing about your life in the future. Imagine that everything has gone as well as it possibly could. Be realistic, but imagine that you have worked

      hard and achieved all your goals. Imagine you have become the person you really want to be, and your personal and professional life feels like a dream come true. All of this may not help you

      achieve your goals, but will help you feel good and put a smile on your face.




      Thursday: Dear . . .




      Think about someone in your life who is very important to you. It might be your partner, a close friend or family member. Imagine you only have one opportunity to tell this

      person how important they are to you. Now write a short letter to this person, describing how much you care for them and the impact they have had on your life.




      Friday: Reviewing the Situation




      Think back over the past seven days and make a note of three things that went really well for you. The events might be fairly trivial, such as finding a parking space, or

      more important, such as being offered a new job or opportunity.


    


  




  The Power of Purchases




  Out of the blue, two words suddenly pop into your mind – ‘retail’ and ‘therapy’. Seconds later, you find yourself heading towards your nearest shoe

  shop or gadget emporium, convinced that your forthcoming purchases will lead to a more blissful existence. But is that really the case? Will you actually feel better after you have bought that new

  pair of shoes or latest hi-tech music player? And, if so, just how long will your new-found joy last? The results from recent research have yielded clear and consistent answers to these questions.

  Perhaps more importantly, they have also revealed the wisest way of spending your money in order to put a smile on your face.




  Work conducted by psychologists Leaf Van Boven and Thomas Gilovich has examined whether, when attempting to buy happiness, you are better off spending your money on goods (that latest dress or

  impressive new smartphone) or an experience (going out for a meal, buying a ticket for a concert, booking a holiday). In one study, the duo conducted a national survey in which people were asked to

  think of an object or experience they had bought with the aim of increasing their happiness, and then asked to rate the degree to which the purchase had cheered them up. In another experiment, the

  researchers randomly divided people into two groups, asked one group to think about an object they had recently bought and the other to describe an experiential purchase (a holiday, for example),

  and then rate their current mood on two scales, with one ranging from – 4 (bad) to +4 (good), and another ranging from – 4 (sad) to +4 (happy). The results from both studies clearly

  indicated that in terms of short- and long-term happiness, buying experiences made people feel better than buying products.19




  Why? Our memory of experiences easily becomes distorted over time (you edit out the terrible trip on the airplane and just remember those blissful moments relaxing on the beach). Our goods,

  however, tend to lose their appeal by becoming old, tatty and out of date. Also, experiences promote one of the most effective happiness-inducing behaviours – spending time with others.

  Sociability might be part of the experience itself, or it might happen when you tell people about the occasion afterwards. In contrast, buying the latest or most expensive new product can sometimes

  isolate you from friends and family, who may be jealous of the things that you have.




  But choosing experiences over goods is only part of the story when trying to buy happiness. Time for a quick questionnaire.20 Take a few moments to

  read the following ten statements, and assign each of them a rating to indicate the degree to which they describe you. Don’t spend too long thinking about each statement, answer honestly, and

  no peeking at the answers.




  

    

      	

        Rating


      

    




    

      	

        1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree


      



      	

    




    

      	

           1  


      



      	

        I am impressed by people who own expensive cars and houses.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           2  


      



      	

        I tend to judge how well I am doing in life by the possessions I buy.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           3  


      



      	

        I like to buy things I don’t really need.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           4  


      



      	

        I like to be surrounded by expensive items.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           5  


      



      	

        I think that my life would be better if I owned more luxury items.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           6  


      



      	

        I am sometimes bothered by the fact that I can’t afford to buy certain luxury goods.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           7  


      



      	

        Buying expensive items makes me feel good about myself.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           8  


      



      	

        I seem to put more emphasis on material things than most of my friends and family.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           9  


      



      	

        I am prepared to pay significantly more money for branded items.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    




    

      	

           10  


      



      	

        I enjoy owning items that others find impressive.


      



      	

         1 2 3 4 5


      

    


  




  

    Now add up your ratings. Low scores are between 10 and 20, medium scores between 21 and 39, and high scores between 40 and 50.


  




  So what is this about? Well, it may come as no great surprise that this questionnaire is designed to measure your level of materialism. People who obtain high scores clearly

  tend to place a great deal of importance on the acquisition of possessions, frequently view such items as central to their happiness, and judge their own success and the success of others on the

  basis of what they have. In contrast, those people with low scores value experiences and relationships more than possessions. As is so often the case, those with middling scores are of little

  interest to anyone.




  Researchers have spent a great deal of time looking at the link between people’s scores on these types of questionnaires and happiness.21 The

  findings are as consistent as they are worrying – high scores tend to be associated with feeling unhappy and unsatisfied with life. Of course, this is not the case with every single

  materialist and so, if you did get a high score, you might be one of the happy-go-lucky people who buck the trend. (However, before assuming this, do bear in mind that research also suggests that

  whenever we are confronted with negative results from tests, we are exceptionally good at convincing ourselves that we are an exception to the rule.)




  So what explains this general trend? You might think that the answer lies in the financial consequences of continually having to have the latest thing. But in fact the problem is not due to the

  spending of money per se. It’s about who benefits from the cash.




  Materialists tend to be somewhat self-centred. Studies show that when presented with a hypothetical £20,000, materialists spend, on average, three times as much on things for themselves as

  on others. Also, ask them to rate statements about the degree to which they care for others (‘I enjoy having guests stay in my house’, ‘I often lend things to my friends’),

  and they end up giving far more self-centred responses. As research conducted by Elizabeth Dunn from the University of British Columbia shows, this can have a detrimental effect on peoples’

  happiness.




  Dunn and her colleagues have conducted several studies of the relationship between income, spending and happiness. In one national survey, participants were asked to rate their happiness, state

  their income and provide a detailed breakdown of the amount spent on gifts for themselves, gifts for others and donations to charity. In another study, Dunn measured the happiness and spending

  patterns of employees before and after they each received a profit-sharing bonus of between $3,000 and $8,000. Time and again, the same pattern of results emerged. Those who spent a higher

  percentage of their income on others were far happier than those who spent it on themselves.22




  Of course, a sceptical materialist might argue that researchers have the direction of causality wrong, and that it is not the spending of money on others that makes you happy, but rather that

  happy people spend more on others. It is an interesting point and one tackled in a clever experiment conducted by Dunn and her team. In a simple but innovative study, participants were given an

  envelope containing either $5 or $20, and asked to spend the money by 5 p.m. that evening. They were randomly assigned to one of two groups. One group was instructed to spend the money on

  themselves (perhaps treating themselves to a self-indulgent present), while the second group was asked to spend their unexpected windfall on someone else (perhaps by purchasing a present for a

  friend or family member). The predictions made by the ‘happy people spend more on others’ brigade proved unfounded. In fact, participants who spent the money on their friends and family

  ended up feeling significantly happier than those who treated themselves to luxury gifts.




  Why should this be the case? The answer, it seems, lies deep within our brains. Neuroeconomist William Harbaugh and his colleagues from the University of Oregon gave participants $100 in a

  virtual bank account and asked them to lie down in a brain scanner. Participants first saw some of their money being given to help those in need via mandatory taxation, and were then asked to

  decide whether to donate some of the remaining amount to charity or keep it for themselves. The scanning results revealed that two evolutionarily ancient regions deep in the brain – the

  caudate nucleus and the nucleus accumbens – became active when participants witnessed some of their money going to those in need, and were especially busy when they donated money

  voluntarily.23 These two brain regions also spring into action when our most basic needs are met, such as when we eat tasty food or feel valued by others,

  suggesting a direct brain-based link between helping others and happiness. So, scientifically speaking, if you want some real retail therapy, help yourself by helping others. It has a direct effect

  on your brain that, in turn, makes you feel happier.




  Of course, you might argue that you really don’t have enough money to donate to others. However, once again, help is at hand. A few years ago, happiness researcher Sonja Lyubomirsky and

  her colleagues arranged for a group of participants to perform five non-financial acts of kindness each week for six weeks. These were simple things, such as writing a thank-you note, giving blood

  or helping out a friend. Some of the participants performed one of the acts each day, while others carried out all five on the same day. Those who performed their kind acts each day showed a small

  increase in happiness. However, those who carried out all their acts of kindness on just one day each week increased their happiness by an incredible 40 per cent.24




  

    

      

        The Roots of Materialism




        What makes people materialistic? Is a love of possessions the result of their personality, childhood experiences or due to events later in life? According to work carried

        out by psychologists Lan Nguyen Chaplin and Deborah Roedder John, materialism takes root in early childhood, and is mainly driven by low self-esteem.25




        In a two-part study, the researchers first arranged for a group of children, aged between eight and eighteen, to complete a standard self-esteem questionnaire (rating statements such as

        ‘I am happy with the way I look’). Next, they presented the children with display boards containing lots of images relating to five general topics: hobbies such as camping,

        skateboarding; sports – rugby, netball, etc.; material things like new shoes or my own computer; people – friends, teachers; achievements, for example getting good grades or

        learning to play an instrument. The children were asked to look at the boards and use any of the images to create a collage around the theme ‘What Makes Me Happy’. This fun task

        allowed the researchers to calculate each child’s level of materialism by counting the percentage of images each one took from the material things display board. The results revealed a

        strong link between self-esteem and materialism, with children low in self-esteem being far more materialistic than their friends.




        But could the cause and effect be the other way around? Could materialism cause low self-esteem? To test this possibility, the researchers arranged for a group of children to write nice

        things about one another on paper plates, and then presented each child with their very own plateful of praise and positivity. This simple ‘nice things about me’ plate

        significantly increased the children’s self-esteem and, more importantly, subsequently caused them to halve the number of materialistic images they used when creating their ‘What

        Makes Me Happy’ collage. Together, this is compelling evidence that low self-esteem causes materialistic tendencies, and that such tendencies take root at a very young age. The work

        also demonstrates that, as with spending a small amount of money on others or carrying out a few acts of kindness, it only takes a few seconds and a paper plate to change the way in which

        people think and behave.


      


    


  




  IN 59 SECONDS OR LESS




  Buy Experiences Not Goods. Want to buy happiness? Then spend your hard-earned cash on experiences. Go out for a meal. Go to a concert, cinema or theatre. Go on

  holiday. Go and learn how to pole dance. Go paintballing. Go bungee jumping. In fact, get involved in anything that provides an opportunity to do things with others, and then tell even more people

  about it afterwards. When it comes to happiness, remember that it is experiences that represent really good value for money.




  ’Tis Better to Give Than Receive. Long-term happiness is not just about gyrating around a pole to raunchy music, or plummeting towards the ground screaming

  like a baby. Ask people whether they will be happier after spending money on themselves or others, and the vast majority will tick the ‘me’ box. The science shows that exactly the

  opposite is true – people become much happier after providing for others rather than themselves. The good news is that you really do not have to divert a huge amount of your income to

  charity, friends, family and colleagues. In fact, the smallest gifts can quickly result in surprisingly large and long-lasting changes in happiness. A few pounds spent on other people may be one of

  the best investments you ever make. And if you really can’t afford to donate your hard-earned cash, remember that carrying out five non-financial acts of kindness on a single day also

  provides a significant boost to your happiness.




  Happiness Is a Pencil




  People behave in highly predictable ways when they experience certain emotions and thoughts. When they are sad, they cry. When they are happy, they smile. When they agree, they

  nod their heads. So far, no surprises, but, according to an area of research known as proprioceptive psychology, the same process also works in reverse. Get people to behave in a certain way and

  you cause them to feel certain emotions and have certain thoughts. The idea was initially controversial but was fortunately supported by a series of compelling experiments.26




  In one now classic study, two groups of people were asked to add up a list of numbers. During the task, one group were asked to furrow their brows (or, as the researchers put it, ‘contract

  their corrugator muscle’) while the others were requested to adopt a slight grin (‘extend their zygomaticus muscle’). This simple act of facial contortion had a surprising effect

  on participants’ ratings of how hard they found the number-adding task, with the frowning participants convinced that they had expended far more effort than the grinning group.




  In a different study, participants were asked to concentrate on various products moving across a large computer screen, and then indicate whether the items appealed to them. Some of the items

  moved vertically (causing the participants to nod their heads while watching) while others moved horizontally (resulting in a side-to-side head movement). Participants preferred vertically moving

  products without being aware that their ‘yes’ and ‘no’ head movements had played a key role in their decisions.27




  Exactly the same idea applies to happiness. People smile when they are happy, but also feel happier because they are smiling. The effect even works whether people are aware of the smile or not.

  In the 1980s Fritz Strack and his colleagues asked two groups of people to judge how funny they found Gary Larson’s Far Side cartoons, and rate how happy they felt under one of two

  rather bizarre circumstances. One group were asked to hold a pencil between their teeth, but to ensure that it did not touch their lips. The other group supported the end of the pencil with their

  lips but not their teeth. Without realizing it, those in the ‘teeth only’ condition had forced the lower part of their faces into a smile, while those in the ‘lips only’

  condition had made themselves frown. The results revealed that the participants tended to experience the emotion associated with their expressions. Those who had their faces forced into a smile

  felt happier, and found the Far Side cartoons much funnier, than those who were forced to frown.28 Other work has demonstrated that this increase

  in happiness does not drain away the moment people cease smiling. It lingers on, affecting many aspects of their behaviour, including interacting with others in a more positive way, and being more

  likely to remember happy life events.29




  The message from this type of work is simple – if you want to cheer yourself up, behave like a happy person.




  IN 59 SECONDS OR LESS




  Smile. There is a host of happy behaviours that can be quickly incorporated into your everyday life. Most important of all, smile more. This shouldn’t be a

  brief, unfelt smile that finishes in the blink of an eye. Instead, research suggests that you should try to maintain the expression for between 15 and 30 seconds. To make the grin as convincing as

  possible, try to imagine a situation that would elicit a genuine smile. Perhaps you have just met a good friend, heard a hilarious joke or found out that your mother-in-law isn’t coming to

  visit after all. Consider creating a signal to remind you to smile regularly. Set your watch, computer or PDA to beep on the hour, or use a more random cue, such as your telephone ringing.




  Sit Up. Your posture is equally important. In a study conducted by Tomi-Ann Roberts at Colorado College, participants were randomly split into two groups and

  asked to spend 3 minutes either sitting up straight or slumping down in their chair. Everyone was then given a maths test and asked to assess their mood. Those who had sat upright were much happier

  than those who had slouched down, and even obtained higher scores on the maths test. Interestingly, this result didn’t apply for many of the female participants, causing Roberts to speculate

  that the act of sitting upright and pushing their chests forward may have made them feel self-conscious.30




  Act Happy. Research by Peter Borkenau from Bielefeld University and others has revealed that happy people move in a very different way to unhappy

  people.31 You can use this information to increase your sense of happiness by acting like a happy person. Try walking in a more relaxed way, swinging your

  arms slightly more, putting more of a spring in your step. Also, try making more expressive hand gestures during conversations, nod your head more when others are speaking, wear more colourful

  clothing, use a greater frequency of positively charged emotional words (especially ‘love’, ‘like’ and ‘fond’), show a lower frequency of self-references

  (‘me’, ‘myself’ and ‘I’), have a larger variation in the pitch of your voice, speak slightly faster and have a significantly firmer handshake. Incorporating

  these behaviours into your everyday actions will help enhance your happiness.




  

    

      

        Putting in the Effort




        According to researchers Kenneth Sheldon and Sonja Lyubomirsky, happiness does not come easily.32 In several experiments, the

        duo recruited participants who had recently experienced one of two types of change in their life. The first type, labelled ‘circumstantial change’, involved relatively important

        alterations to their overall circumstances, including, for example, moving house, getting a pay rise or buying a new car. The second type, labelled ‘intentional change’, involved

        changes that required effort to pursue a goal or initiate an activity and included, for example, joining a new club, starting a new hobby, embarking on a different career. Both sets of

        participants were asked to rate their happiness levels for several weeks. The results consistently showed that although people in both groups experienced an immediate rise in happiness, those

        who had experienced a circumstantial change quickly reverted back to their initial levels, while those who had made an intentional change remained happier for a much longer period of time.

        Why?




        According to Sheldon and Lyubomirsky, it is due to a phenomenon known as ‘hedonistic habituation’. Unsurprisingly, humans derive a great deal of enjoyment from any new form of

        positive experience. However, give anyone the same wonderful experience time and again, and they quickly become familiar with their new source of joy and so cease to derive anywhere near as

        much pleasure from it. Unfortunately, circumstantial changes frequently produce hedonistic habituation. Although the initial thrill of a new house, pay rise or car is wonderful, the positive

        feelings caused by the change tend to be the same day in day out, and so this initial enjoyment quickly fades away. In contrast, intentional changes tend to avoid hedonistic habituation by

        creating a constantly changing psychological landscape. Whether it is starting a new hobby, joining an organization, initiating a project, meeting new people or learning a novel skill, the

        brain is fed with ever-changing positive experiences that prevent habituation and so prolong happiness.




        So, to maximize happiness, choose intentional over circumstantial change. Make the effort to start a new hobby, begin a major project or try a form of sport that you have never tried

        before. Choose activities that fit your personality, values and abilities. It might help to think about what you already enjoy doing, identify the core elements that make this activity so

        pleasurable, and try other activities involving these elements. So if, for example, you enjoy oil painting, try taking up water colours. If you like playing tennis, consider taking up

        badminton or squash. If you are good at sudoku, try turning your hand to crossword puzzles. Whatever you decide to do, remember to avoid hedonistic habituation by making the effort to change

        what you do and when you do it. It may sound like hard work, but research suggests that when it comes to happiness, it is well worth the effort.


      


    


  




  





  2. PERSUASION




  Why rewards fail, how to give the perfect interview, improve your social life by making mistakes, never lose your wallet again, and convince anyone of anything by using your pet

  frog.




  





  




  How do you persuade a child to complete a homework assignment, an employee to perform better in the workplace, or people to take more care of the environment? Many believe that

  the most effective way is to dangle the biggest possible carrot in front of their nose. But does research suggest this is really an incentive or is it just a myth?




  In one classic study, Stanford psychologist Mark Lepper and his colleagues asked two groups of schoolchildren to have fun creating some drawings.1

  Before being allowed to play with the crayons and paper, one group was told that they would receive an elaborate ‘good player’ medal for drawing, while the other group were not given

  the promise of any reward. A few weeks later the researchers returned, handed out drawing paper and crayons, and measured how much the children played with them. Surprisingly, the children who had

  received the medals on the first occasion spent significantly less time drawing than their classmates.




  Why did this happen? According to Lepper, the children who were offered the medals thought something along the lines of, ‘Well, let me see here, adults usually offer me rewards when they

  want me to do something I don’t like doing. An adult is offering me a gold medal for drawing, therefore I must not like drawing.’ The effect has been replicated many times, and the

  conclusion is clear: if you set children an activity they enjoy and reward them for doing it, the reward reduces the enjoyment and demotivates them. Within a few seconds, you transform play into

  work.




  It could be argued that this only applies to activities people enjoy, and that rewards actually encourage people in relation to tasks they dislike. To test this theory, a few years ago I ran a

  study in which two groups of people were asked to take part in an experiment in which they spent an afternoon picking up litter in a London park.2

  Participants were told that they were taking part in an experiment examining how best to persuade people to look after their local parks. One group were paid handsomely for their time, while the

  others were only given a small amount of cash. After an hour or so of backbreaking and tedious work, everyone rated the degree to which they had enjoyed the afternoon. You might think that those

  clutching a large amount of well-earned cash would be more positive than those who had given their time for very little money.




  In fact, the result was exactly the opposite. The average enjoyment rating of the handsomely paid group was a measly 2 out of 10, while the modestly paid group’s average ratings were a

  whopping 8.5. It seemed that those who had been paid well had thought, ‘Well, let me see, people usually pay me to do things I don’t enjoy. I was paid a large amount, so I must dislike

  tidying the park.’ In contrast, those who received less money thought, ‘I don’t need to be paid much to do something I enjoy. I did the tidying for very little, therefore I must

  have enjoyed cleaning the park.’ According to the results of this study, it seems that excessive rewards may have a detrimental effect on the attitude of the people doing the tasks.
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