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The Happiness
Workout


by Noa Belling


Foreword by Dr Arielle Schwartz


Humans tend to have a built-in ‘negativity bias’, which leads us to focus on threatening, difficult, or painful experiences. Furthermore, we tend to give our negative experiences more weight than the nourishing and positive moments of our lives. In order to counteract this negativity bias, it is important for each of us to train our minds to look for goodness. You can also train your body to build a greater capacity for positive emotions such as love, connection, joy and pleasure. This process is especially valuable if you are one of those people who tends to dismiss positive emotions. 


Happiness can often feel directly connected to external factors, resulting in a sense of having little control over whether or not you can achieve this elusive emotion. As a result, happiness wavers. For example, you might feel good when you get a compliment or receive praise from your boss; however, if you receive critical feedback, you might fall into self-doubt or despair. 


This book invites you to take responsibility for your own happiness by teaching you about the neurochemical substrates that underlie positive emotions. Furthermore, you will learn practical tools to help you access the nourishing emotions of joy, belonging, contentment, excitement, empowerment, confidence and pleasure. With her somatic psychology background, Noa Belling skilfully guides you to engage in body-centred movement meditations, which increase your ability to feel grounded, to sleep better, to tune into your creativity and to gain confidence. Her attention to the contradictions that exist within our bodies adds a nuanced depth to her work, such as acknowledging that you feel lighter and more spacious when you are grounded. 


Importantly, I invite you to recognise that there is a delicate balance when it comes to increasing happiness. By seeking to create pleasurable and joyful moments, you might inadvertently reject yourself when you are feeling difficult emotions. Or, you might feel as though you are failing when painful emotions such as sadness, hurt, shame or anger arise. It is possible to embrace this happiness paradox especially because self-acceptance can feel deeply satisfying and can be an important first step to authentic joy. Expressing your true feelings, even when these emotions are temporarily painful and vulnerable, ultimately allows you to feel authentic, integrated and whole. 


Keep this paradox in mind as you embark on the happiness techniques and workouts provided in this book, and use these movement meditations as an opportunity for self-study. Explore your own somatic experience and notice how it feels to consciously create space in your life to build your capacity for uplifting emotions. You might also discover your ability to transform difficult emotions into newfound freedom. When this arises, savour the experience fully, and enjoy!


Dr Arielle Schwartz, clinical psychologist, somatic therapist, certified yoga teacher and author of The Complex PTSD Workbook (Althea Press, 2016), EMDR Therapy and Somatic Psychology (W. W. Norton, 2018) and The Post Traumatic Growth Guidebook (Pesi Publishing, 2020).
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Introduction


 ‘The more you invest in happiness, the more happiness will invest in you.’


ALAN COHEN


It is common knowledge that regular exercise helps to keep your body strong, flexible and healthy. What might not be known is that the same applies to happiness that can also be strengthened and toned by practising particular kinds of exercises. How is this so? The answer lies in your ability to manufacture happiness from the inside out by influencing the bio-chemistry associated with happiness. What kinds of exercises strengthen and tone it? This is what the book is all about.


Understanding the bio-chemistry of happiness involves understanding that happiness can be experienced in different ways. It can be a sense of peace and deeper meaning. It can be love and harmony. It can be courage and a strong sense of purpose. It can be excitement and passion. Each have their own bio-chemical signature and all dance together in a life well lived. 


The bio-chemicals representing these different qualities of happiness include serotonin, testosterone, dopamine and oxytocin. This book hones in on specific physical skills that can stimulate this bio-chemistry, namely grounding, strength, fluidity, agility, flexibility and warmheartedness. These physical skills not only can influence happiness, they can also stimulate associated qualities such as resilience, compassion, confidence and creativity. They can also literally tone your nervous system to promote and sustain happiness with an added bonus of optimising brain functioning too. 


This does not undermine your stresses and challenging feelings such as sadness, anger, shame and fear. What it does is support your ability to navigate life’s ups and downs with greater skill. For example, the skills of this book can help you connect with greater peacefulness, acceptance, courage, proactive energy and motivation, resilience and compassion to help you through trying times. You are also able to directly influence the bio-chemistry of stress, such as adrenaline and cortisol, as the main bio-chemical culprits that can cloud your happiness. To keep your stress bio-chemistry at bay targeted physical strategies are offered to help you bounce back into a more confident and creative flow. 


The kind of exercise required to strengthen and tone happiness is exercise with a difference. To start with there is a variety of short physical techniques that take just a few seconds or a couple of minutes to apply, and are intended for inserting now and again in your usual day. They are referred to as short practices or quick tips and are interspersed through the different sections of the book. These are invitations to align with and reinforce happiness in small, accessible daily ways. This could be as simple as pausing now and again to shift posture, release tension, refocus attention or deepen breathing in ways that are proven to stimulate feel-good bio-chemistry. Many of these interventions can be used anytime and anywhere, even at work or while on the go and results can be quick. In a matter of minutes, or sometimes seconds, it is possible to feel noticeably stronger, more positive and happier. This formula of small amounts of time invested regularly is backed by neuroscience as an effective way to create lasting change in brain and body.


The short practices can be enhanced when you use the longer happiness workouts also on offer. The workouts are designed to promote physical fitness while specifically building the physical skills of happiness. The workouts are not essential if you do not feel physically up for them although if your physical ability allows, they can significantly boost your relationship with the physical skills. Workouts are about 20 minutes each, can be practised in the comfort of your home and are adaptable to different fitness levels and physical abilities. Used for physical fitness, they are recommended for use 3-5 days per week, allowing for rest days in between and with the possibility to use any workout that you like repeatedly or alternately. If you have an existing exercise practice, you can use relevant workouts when you feel the need to boost the particular physical skill. In this you can either replace or supplement your usual exercise program. This will depend on your preference and your exercise advice from a health professional when applicable.


The most important recommendation is to practise something regularly, or to practise regularly when the need arises. This could involve applying a short practice or quick tip now and again through the day or investing in the longer workouts or both. Accumulatively this can anchor your life in a happiness that is deeply rooted in your body, with feel-good chemicals produced in greater abundance and a smile more readily on your face. Over time this can rewire your brain with new neural pathways so that happiness becomes a default setting. This happiness feels calm and peaceful at times, exciting and motivating at other times, while helping to steer your life in uplifting, heartfelt and meaningful directions. 


Then when you might go through trying times and happiness feels far away, which can be a natural part of life’s ebb and flow, you might be quicker to remember your physical abilities for stimulating supportive bio-chemistry. With this you can grow more skilful at bouncing back into the inner peace, resilience, courage and compassion that are always available to you.


With a uniquely body-based approach, you might ask why working through the body is so effective? The answer lies in the way that your body can bypass thoughts and emotions and trick your brain into believing that you are stronger and happier. To get a sense of this, try this out. Slouch you posture and notice how it makes you feel and what kinds of thoughts come to mind. Maintaining this posture, try to feel happy. How did that go? Now right your posture, take a nice deep breath into your chest and hold your head up high. How does this make you feel and what kind of thoughts spring to mind? Maintaining this posture, try to feel sad. How did that go? Probably not so well because of the way your feelings tend to follow your body. Finally add a small smile to your face and invite your whole body to smile along with you and notice how this might shift your mind and mood. This book is full of these kinds of tricks that leverage your body to hack your brain, shift how you feel and influence how you respond to daily situations. Effects can be immediate while over time also building enduring habits of happiness.


The stories that weave through the book are true stories of how people have worked with and integrated the physical skills of happiness into their lives. These stories have been adapted from my private psychotherapy and corporate consulting practices and sometimes they are conglomerate examples weaving together similar stories of a few people. I am grateful to each person whose story has contributed to the material of this book. All names and some details have been changed to protect their identities. 


Section and Chapter Overview


The first section introduces the bio-chemistry of happiness. Chapter 1 hones in on the various bio-chemicals involved in happiness as well as those stimulated when we feel stressed. Chapter 2 explores how this bio-chemistry, with its different experiential qualities, works together to maintain a ‘happy balance’. In this chapter there are opportunities to assess yourself in relation to which qualities are strong in you at this time and which might benefit from being developed. This can guide you to the chapters and physical skills that you most need or wish to focus on at the time. Chapter 3 introduces the physical skills of happiness and offers another opportunity for self-assessment in relation to these skills to further clarify which are strong and which could benefit from development. 


The following chapters 4–11 dive into each of the physical skills and how they support happiness in distinct ways. These sections are filled with short practices and quick tips for shorter and longer term gain. Also included is supportive information and some of the science that underpins these skills. Relevant workout recommendations are flagged at the end of the chapters. The aim is to build understanding and physical skill in simple ways that are accessible to all ages and levels of fitness. Chapters 4–5 focus on the physical skill of grounding associated with serotonin. Chapters 6–7 hone in on strength associated with testosterone. Chapters 8–9 focus on fluidity, agility and flexibility associated with dopamine. Chapters 10–11 are dedicated to warmheartedness associated with oxytocin. 


Following this are chapters 12–13 exploring ways to bounce back from stress and maintain happiness in physical ways that promote your feel-good bio-chemistry. Chapter 12 offers resources for leveraging the body to bounce back from stress as well as placing this in the context of your nervous system and what it means to tone your nervous system for happiness. In so doing you can gain a better understanding of your stress responses and what it takes to keep stress hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline at bay. Chapter 13 explores the enlivening combination of grounding and fluidity as the basis for posture that is conducive to both health and happiness. Included are simple physical practices that can be used at home, work or while out and about, with options to release tension and free up posture while sitting and standing.


The book concludes with two appendices. Appendix 1 is a quick reference guide to all the physical practices contained throughout the book. It contains a menu of all the short practices, quick tips and longer workouts for you to peruse and choose from according to what you need or would like to develop at different times. Also included is a guide to common emotions and feelings, such as anxiety, worry, depression, emptiness, shame, low self-esteem, chronic anger, irritability, melancholy and fear, that tend to go with different stress responses to guide you to supportive practices. 


With the menu of Appendix 1 you can also design your own workout plan and choose from the exercises that interest you or that you feel you need at the time. You might also come to identify a toolkit that can work well in different circumstances, such as when you are at home with family or at work and preparing to go into an important meeting or presentation, or when you need a boost to your creative thinking. This appendix also contains a set of challenges, including 3 day, 7 day and 21 day challenges to motivate your use of the various happiness-boosting skills.


Appendix 2 contains a photographic, step-by-step guide to all the workouts for developing the physical skills of happiness. This includes some posture adaptations and options for different physical abilities.


To Best Use This Book


It is recommended that you first read through each of the chapters, or at least the chapters that you feel you could benefit from most at this time, perhaps based on your self-assessments in the opening chapters. As you read through it is recommended that you try out the various exercises. This will help you to understand the exercises in the context of supporting information and experiment with their effect. Over time it is recommended that you carve out time to read through and familiarise yourself with all of the physical skills on offer in this book that can support your holistic happiness. This will familiarise you with the practices on offer in the Appendix 1 menu designed to keep your happiness flowing and fresh. 


The hope is also that you dip into this book over and over again and use the exercises for many years to come as empowering and uplifting support through life’s ups and downs.


It is useful to add that the brain tends to thrive on a good balance between familiarity and novelty. For familiarity, it is important to focus on particular techniques for a period of time to reap maximum rewards. For this, you are welcome to use your favourite exercises over and over again until they start to come naturally and to reuse these for many days and years to come. For novelty, it is recommended that you try out different practices now and again that might be beneficial at different times and enhance your happiness perhaps in unexpected ways. This is one reason that challenges are included in the first appendix, to encourage you to explore and develop different angles for cultivating different aspects of happiness. This could support you in changing circumstances while keeping your brain stimulated, your curiosity piqued and your personal development growing. 


Each of us can also find our own ways to weave the exercises of this book into daily life. Some may choose to use particular practices regularly, perhaps in the morning or evening or on a midday break. There are also exercises that can help on-the-spot to shift how we think, feel and respond. Short exercises and quick tips can also be used while waiting. If we add up all the time we spend waiting over the course of our lives, studies have shown that it can amount to a year or more. This could be waiting in traffic, in shopping or banking queues, waiting to pick up children, waiting for appointments, in airports and more. These times of waiting can be excellent opportunities to invest in your happiness and optimal brain function.









BIO-CHEMISTRY
AND HAPPINESS
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Chapter 1


The Bio-Chemistry
of Happiness


‘As our feelings change, so does the chemistry of every cell in our body.’ 


DR CANDACE PERT


On a microscopic level, our bodies are complex, dynamic systems with trillions of cells carrying out many billions of chemical reactions every second. Our bodies are also electrical in nature with individual cells, and the body as a whole, carrying an electrical charge. These bio-chemical reactions and the bio-electrical activity facilitate communications and functions throughout the body, seeking to restore health as best it can even when we feel stagnant or depressed or when we are ill. Think about that for a moment – that this vitality just continues to do its job. I find this thought uplifting and life-affirming.  


Some of our bio-chemistry we cannot, and would not, want to influence. This is the bio-chemistry involved in keeping us alive, which persists below the surface of our awareness. But there is also bio-chemistry that we can influence. And these bio-chemicals are often associated with happiness – always ebbing and flowing with how we feel. Influencing how we feel is what this book is all about. 


If we can control our bodies then we can, to an extent, influence how we react and feel. For example: when we are more positive in our outlook and feel more upbeat, our bio-chemistry reflects this by producing feel-good chemicals. When we are negative and feel down, the bio-chemistry of stress infuses us. This also, obviously, directly influences our health, a clear link described by Dr Candace Pert, who explores the connection between emotions, bio-chemistry and immune-system function. She explains that positive emotions, such as happiness and its feel-good bio-chemistry, improve immune-system function; negative emotions, such as self-criticism and chronic stress, detract from health. When we feel happy, we also tend to be more resourceful, productive, effective, confident and creative; we feel life is more manageable and we can naturally be more resilient and bounce back quickly from setbacks. Yet, the feeling and tone of happiness can shift and change many times in our lives and even many times in a day depending on our circumstance, causing our bio-chemical levels to shift along with it. 


What Are the Bio-chemicals of Happiness? 


There are many bio-chemicals involved in our experience of happiness. The ones referred to in this book represent common chemicals associated with the various ‘feeling tones’ of happiness itself, or chemicals that support our ability to feel happy. They include:






	❂
	the hormone testosterone and the neurotransmitter dopamine, which boost our more extroverted happiness, along with our motivation to achieve in life; 






	❂
	the neurotransmitter serotonin and the hormone oxytocin, which boost our quieter, more introverted and heartfelt happiness; and 






	❂
	euphoric endorphins, which are hormones that also play their part in endurance and easing pain.







These bio-chemicals do not work in isolation from each other or from other chemicals produced in the body. The focus on one chemical at a time here is for the distinct feeling tone that we can come to associate with each and that can guide us to the kinds of behaviours that boost these various feeling tones. 


5 Bio-chemicals of Happiness


1. Serotonin: Quiet Happiness and Self-worth 


Serotonin is the bio-chemical most commonly associated with happiness. It is a neurotransmitter produced mainly in the gut, making it sensitive to our digestive health. It is also produced in the brain. Serotonin functions as a mood regulator and can influence both our good and bad moods. Serotonin is produced in response to light, explaining why sunshine tends to lift our spirits. This is due to a gland in the brain, the pineal gland, involved in the stimulation of serotonin and its nighttime partner melatonin. Researchers do not fully understand the function of the pineal gland. What we do know is that it is involved in producing and regulating some hormones, and that it contains photoreceptors, just like we have in our eyes. These photoreceptors are activated by light, producing serotonin to activate an awakened state, and melatonin in darkness to help us relax and fall asleep at night and regulate our sleep cycles. Serotonin has a close relationship with our calming parasympathetic nervous system in that when serotonin levels are healthy, we tend to feel more relaxed, sleep better at night and wake up feeling more refreshed in the morning.  


The pineal gland has also been associated with our ability to feel connected with a spiritual realm. For example, pineal gland activity can be observed during dreaming and transcendental, hallucinatory or out-of-body experiences. Some speculate that naturally occuring DMT (dimethyltryptamine), colloquially referred to as the spirit molecule or God molecule, is produced by the pineal gland, while we sleep, perhaps explaining why our dreams can veer off into the unknown. It might also explain how we feel when deeply absorbed in meditation, prayer or any other way we might practise spirituality. Meditation can also increase serotonin levels, supporting the link between serotonin and our sense of spirituality or wholeness. With lots still to be verified about the pineal gland’s role in general, it is agreed in spiritual circles that the pineal gland offers access to the highest source of ethereal energy available to humans. 


Alongside the deeper possibility of serotonin boosting spirituality, on a much simpler level it provides feelings of quiet, deep-seated joy, grounded confidence, tranquility and inner peace, and is intimately involved in our sense of wellbeing. Serotonin has also been associated with self-esteem and is produced when we feel significant, realise our worth or reflect on what we have achieved in life. It is even produced when we imagine or remember times when we have experienced these feelings. Serotonin recedes when we feel lonely, insignificant or depressed. 


Role in happiness: Builds deep reserves of energy, peace of mind and joy, supporting resilience and emotional stability.




✻ Quick Tips to Get the Serotonin Feeling ✻






	❂
	Smile for no reason and notice how your mood lifts and how warmth spreads through you. 






	❂
	Remember a time when you felt good about yourself – perhaps a time you achieved something that you felt proud of.






	❂
	Find something to appreciate or feel grateful for in this moment. 






	❂
	Bask in sunshine. You might also imagine becoming the sun or absorbing the sun into you so that the sun shines through you. 






	❂
	Walk in nature, breathing in the fresh air and absorbing the sights, sounds and smells around you. 






	❂
	Pause to appreciate beauty around you, in nature and in others. 






	❂
	Savour the moment, such as pausing to take in a beautiful scene or appreciating kind words or eating slowly to enjoy your food more (this will help your digestion, too).







These are all examples of the warm, expansive, perhaps spiritual, feelings that serotonin can offer us. 





2. Oxytocin: Meaningful Connection, Contribution and Belonging


Oxytocin is a hormone produced in the brain and discovered also in the heart. It is the invisible force that binds us to others and to our shared humanity. It is involved in feelings such as intimacy, love, trust and belonging. Oxytocin can have a soothing, calming and nurturing effect on us. This is because, as with serotonin, it has a close relationship with our calming parasympathetic nervous system.


Oxytocin has been referred to as a ‘snuggle hormone’ or ‘cuddle hormone’, as well as a ‘hormone of love’ and even a ‘moral hormone’ in the way that heartfelt connection can inspire moral behaviour. When we spend time with loved ones and when we are kind towards others, oxytocin is stimulated. When we make a meaningful contribution to society, it can also be stimulated. Touch is another way to naturally stimulate oxytocin in a matter of seconds (provided, of course, that touch is caring and that the recipient is open to receiving it). Oxytocin is a basic, vital need in healthy child development and continues to be essential to physical, emotional and mental health throughout our lives. It is also what allows us to feel empathy and compassion, and it can be an antidote to the stress hormone cortisol (which is explained below). Research has shown that those with high levels of oxytocin tend to rate their overall satisfaction in life as high. 


Role in happiness: Builds intimacy, a sense of connection and belonging, as well as feelings of trust and love, which can tether us to our shared humanity.




✻ Quick Tips to Get the Oxytocin Feeling ✻






	❂
	Text or call a friend to say hello and ask how they are. 






	❂
	Smile at somebody who looks friendly.






	❂
	Call up a happy memory with a loved one, or a fond memory of a dear pet.






	❂
	Practise random acts of kindness.






	❂
	Support, motivate and complement others. 






	❂
	Place a hand on your chest for a sense of connection with yourself, through your heart.






	❂
	Reflect on how your work, or who you are, makes a meaningful difference to others.







The feelings derived from the above actions are all deeply nourishing oxytocin at work. 





3. Dopamine: Creativity, Energy and Motivation


Dopamine is a neurotransmitter produced in the brain. It creates feelings such as excitement, anticipation, conviviality and enthusiasm, which can be really uplifting, motivating and energising. It is often called our ‘motivation and reward molecule’. Dopamine drives our brain’s reward system, fueling anticipation and motivating us to strive towards something exciting. Our reward system can be ‘pinged’ not only when we achieve big and exciting goals, but also when we get through all we want to in a day and tick off items on a to-do list. It could be as small as finishing the washing or larger like getting through spring cleaning or completing our exercise program for the day. Or it could be a more significant life goal like graduating from school or university, or winning a medal in sports. Whenever we feel like we have achieved something big or small, we get a dopamine boost or a ‘Yes, I did it!’ feeling of victory. 


Praise can also trigger a dopamine feel-good rush and have a motivating effect on us. Dopamine can be released when we think creatively too, and when we visualise something that we really want or an inspiring vision to guide our lives. 


Dopamine has a good and a bad reputation. The good is what we are focusing on here. The bad is the involvement in addictive behaviour with a link to constant reward and novelty seeking as well as instant gratification, which can sometimes drive us to self-sabotaging, being super competitive or aggressive. To avoid the bad side, dopamine serves us best when balanced with other happy chemicals. 


There is a close relationship between dopamine and noradrenaline, an energising adrenal hormone associated with our ‘get up and go’ sympathetic nervous system. Noradrenaline is synthesised from dopamine, in the brain. This adds to the motivating effect of dopamine.  


Role in happiness: Supports feeling excited about life, enthusiastic in our endeavors, dreaming big and being creative about the details.  




✻ Quick Tips to Get the Dopamine Feeling ✻






	❂
	Raise your arms up high to the sky as if in victory, or just for a good stretch, and notice how this action lifts your spirit.






	❂
	Visualise your favourite place. Imagine being there, looking around and taking it all in. Notice how this experience can ignite a spark in you and perhaps send tingles through your body, uplifting you and making you feel alive.






	❂
	Write and complete a daily to-do list. If you don’t get through it, the act of marking off what you did do and making a fresh to-do list for tomorrow can give you a feeling of satisfaction.






	❂
	If you are feeling bored, use your imagination or powers of visualisation to conjure up something exciting and meaningful to strive towards – even if it is as simple as following a recipe for a different and delicious meal to cook tonight.






	❂
	Remember a complement or praise you’ve received.







The feelings generated via these activities are all examples of the energising, motivating, and at times gushing, feelings of dopamine. 





4. Testosterone: Empowerment and Confidence


Testosterone is a hormone produced in the reproductive organs and adrenal glands. It prompts feelings of personal strength, confidence, determination and assertiveness, and supports focus and following through with your goals. Testosterone can work together with endorphins when you push hard during exercise; endorphins kick in to offer you pain relief and boost your endurance. 


Testosterone is not traditionally considered a happy hormone. In fact, it is often released as a stress hormone. But we can channel it constructively and positively. It is included here because if we are not confident and courageous enough to pursue our goals, stand up for ourselves and overcome obstacles, then we cannot live our lives to the full and maintain happiness. For this reason it plays a vital role in bolstering our happiness and sense of fulfilment.


Testosterone is associated with our activating sympathetic nervous system and a rise in adrenaline more commonly known as the ‘fight or flight’ stress response that can be initiated when we are pushed or push ourselves to stand up for something, fight for what feels right or flee when we feel overwhelmed. A study conducted through the University of Kansas, by Professor Andrew Fry, looked into the testosterone spikes of wrestlers who win or lose. It was discovered that testosterone rises in both opponents – from the challenge of the fight, before and during the fight – but the testosterone levels of the winner rose significantly higher than the loser’s. Fry proposes that the rising testosterone levels due to competition might serve a biological purpose of social dominance (as seen in the animal kingdom, for example) and be linked with competition for food, territory or breeding. Fry suggests that the ability to establish dominance at the outset might make a difference to an outcome. For example, when we want to feel strong in ourselves or show others that we mean business, we instinctively make our bodies look larger by standing tall, placing our hands on our hips, deepening our voice and increasing its volume, and fixing our glare on our opponent. This dominance can also be directed inwards, to boost our self-confidence or take a strong stand against low self-esteem, shame or any other belittling feeling.


Role in happiness: Helps you be bold enough to set challenging goals that can make a difference, and determined enough to follow through towards a meaningful life. It also provides you with strength and courage to stand up for yourself and what you believe in.




✻ Quick Tips to Get the Testosterone Feeling ✻






	❂
	Lengthen your spine to sit or stand tall, and hold your head up high. Take a deep breath to inflate your chest and then, when you exhale, keep your chest as open as feels comfortable. While taking a few more deep breaths in this upright position, feel inner strength, and perhaps determination, rising.






	❂
	Flex or tighten some muscles in your body for a boost to your sense of strength, willpower and determination. 






	❂
	Power up your core strength by taking a few deep breaths into your belly, inflating your belly as you inhale and pressing your navel towards your spine as you exhale and then holding your belly slightly in towards your spine to help you stand or sit taller and feel more in control or stronger in yourself.







The feelings associated with these actions are all examples of the upstanding strength and personal power associated with testosterone. 





5. Endorphins: Endurance and Euphoria


Endorphins are also not technically happy chemicals although they can cause us to feel happy or euphoric. Endorphins are actually stress bio-chemicals designed to numb pain and increase our endurance in times of need. They do so by interacting with the brain’s opiate receptors to reduce our perception of pain with a naturally sedating effect. Endorphins can relieve both physical and psychological pain: they can help us through tough or traumatic accidents or injuries and emotional pain (such as depression, grief or trauma).


The endorphin experience can range from numbness to a ‘second wind’ of energy when we are tired and need to persevere. It can shower us in blissful euphoria after exertion (such as the ‘runner’s high’) and help us go further and achieve more in life. This has won endorphins the nickname of ‘endurance molecules’, supporting our ability to push ourselves harder or go the extra mile in any arena such as at work or sport. In relation to physical exercise, any time we exert ourselves in a way that places stress on our bodies we can produce endorphins. This is why a challenging workout can feel so good. It is also true that the level of exertion required to produce endorphins differs from person to person and can relate to our level of fitness or familiarity with the form of exercise. For example, when we are new to certain forms of exercise, we can feel really elated afterwards (as well as perhaps physically stiff or sore). But when we become too familiar with our exercise routine and the level of challenge reduces while our fitness increases, our bodies produce less endorphins. At these times changing up our exercise routine or increasing intensity, repetitions or duration of exercise can increase our endorphin reward again. It is important to note that for optimal health we need to exercise within our range of capability and not push ourselves too hard and far, which can cause too much stress and have detrimental effects on our bodies and our health.
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