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Praise for Happy Is the New Healthy


“Eminent psychologist Dr. Joan Neehall provides witty, practical, and up-to-date information replete with engaging case studies. Have you missed some vibrant dance steps on your life path? Happy Is the New Healthy will help you reclaim joyful rhythms.”

JEFFREY K. ZEIG, Ph.D., Director, The Milton H. Erickson Foundation

“If your attempts at discovering real happiness have left you feeling discouraged and disillusioned, take heart. This uncannily timely book provides a roadmap to help you avoid predictable dead ends and find lasting solutions for feeling more joy in your life.”

MICHELE WEINER-DAVIS, Author of Healing from Infidelity, Watch TEDx Talk “The Sex-Starved Marriage”

“Is there anything more important in life than health? But health never happens without happiness…. Dr. Joan Neehall, PhD, not only explores the ways to happiness of the mind but brings to life the concept of psychology of the immune system: a happy mind is a happy immune system.”

DR. SVETA SILVERMAN, Associate Clinical Professor, Department of Laboratory Medicine & Pathology

“[Dr. Neehall] describes that the pursuit of happiness frequently leads to unwanted states or negative addictions. Instead, she proposes that we develop positive addictions that support our happiness. She describes the basic building blocks of happiness such as connections to family, friends, and community; the physiological ingredients of happiness; and effective strategies to help us deal with the inevitable adversities of life.”

KALOYAN TANEV, MD, Director of Clinical Neuropsychiatry Research, Assistant Professor of Psychiatry at Massachusetts General Hospital

“Happy Is the New Healthy is an outstanding toolkit to help us understand the nature of happiness and how to work toward it…. Dr. Neehall provides us with an inspirational roadmap that is enjoyable, practical, rational, and ultimately motivating. This brilliantly written book is packed with highly engaging insights and logical instruction for all readers. With real-world examples and easy-to-follow directions, this guide should be mandatory reading for all students of happiness and seekers of personal success.”

JAGGI RAO, MD, FRCPC, Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of Alberta
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chapter one CHASING HAPPINESS



Happiness is like a butterfly: the more you chase it, the more it will elude you, but if you turn your attention to other things, it will come and sit softly on your shoulder.

—AUTHOR UNKNOWN



Few desires in life seem more natural and predominant than that for happiness. In fact, pursuing this desire is one of our most fundamental human instincts. If your basic needs are met and you aren’t struggling to survive, there’s a good chance you’ll be searching for more happiness. Though we all have slightly different views about it, most of us have an idea of what should, can, and will make us happy. Typically, this ideal state includes being in a good mood, achieving a certain level of satisfaction with life, feeling enjoyment, and experiencing positive emotions. Among other benefits, these feelings can motivate us to connect with others, overcome obstacles, and pursue our goals, as well as protect us from some of the harmful effects of stress. Most people make decisions based on whether they think certain actions will make them happy or not. There’s an imaginary barometer in their mind keeping score. Although happiness should refer to a state of well-being and contentment, we often confuse it with the here-and-now emotions of pleasure and joy.

When you stop and think about it, chasing happiness often leads you somewhere else—usually to a place that doesn’t fill the happiness bucket. I believe happiness is something that shouldn’t be hunted down; rather, it should be a state of being, and something we come by naturally, just like breathing. Happiness can become a habit, and a healthy one at that. But it will take some work to get there.

Influential Daoist philosopher Zhuang Zhou (commonly known as Zhuangzi) once wrote, “Happiness is the absence of the striving for happiness.”

Exactly!

It’s like dating: when you spend a lot of time thinking about it, you usually end up sitting at home all alone. But when you give in to the process and allow it to unfold organically, Mr. or Ms. Right comes along.

Back in the fourth century BC, Zhuangzi talked about the fundamental need people have for happiness, be it in the acquisition of wealth or the search for meaning in life. He discussed it as a purpose and not as a tangible thing to be achieved or obtained. However, I think the latter is often how we treat it today as we hold on to the belief that happiness is out there somewhere, waiting to be captured.

The reality is that the quest for new levels of happiness is never-ending. That doesn’t mean you will never truly be happy; instead, it means that you won’t find happiness outside of yourself. It doesn’t come from things or even other people. It comes from within. It’s accessible to each and every one of us, yet most of the time, we walk the wrong path in an unending search for the pot of gold we think awaits us. We’ve been given bad information, a lousy map, and faulty directions.

And so people regularly talk about happiness—where to look for it, how to achieve it. They routinely seek specific pathways to becoming the “best version” of themselves. It’s a predominant way of thinking that never seems to go away. No wonder we purchase billions of dollars’ worth of self-help materials each year! Aside from this book, wasted money. It seems that, even with all of these opportunities to increase our levels of happiness, we’ve become overwhelmed and unhappy. All the self-help we seek ends up, well, not self-helping. We’ve made ourselves unhappy by worrying about being happy.

Just as we try to avoid physical pain by seeking out physical pleasure, we hope to prevent emotional distress by achieving emotional comfort. The challenge, however, is that our emotions are layered and complex, and so they can be hard to truly discern. While we receive direct feedback in our search for physical pleasure, there is often a wall of beliefs, fears, and assumptions that impedes our attempts to get to positive emotions.

To ascertain whether we’re happy or not, we tend to compare past happiness with our current situation—and this is where problems begin to surface. In making this comparison, we place the emphasis on assessing instead of experiencing. We agonize over this, wondering, “Am I happy enough? Are the people around me happier than I am? How can I be happier?”

How often do you find yourself asking those questions?

What if those are the very thoughts that are holding you back?

Psychologist June Gruber, who has published more than fifty studies on emotional diversity, suggests that striving for too much happiness too often can be a severe problem. She says that when we focus intently on finding happiness, we tend to fall short of the high expectations we set for ourselves. Dr. Gruber’s research has also revealed that those who aim for and value happiness the most are less able to experience it.1 Additionally, these people are more likely to endure long-term anxiety, depression, and loneliness. So, when we try to make ourselves happy, it’s not genuine; rather, it’s manufactured happiness, which never lasts. As with many things, when we try too hard, we only end up losing our perspective.

Of course, as we get older, life gets complicated, as do our emotions. When we’re unable to cope with situations, we often fall into the habit of tying happiness to external sources or material possessions. We do this because we can’t seem to get back to the idea of joy that we established in our minds long ago. Early in life, simple things—such as having a laugh over something silly or playing in the yard with a few friends—seemed to be more than enough to make us happy. When did that change?

When I was a little girl, I used to blow bubbles and then chase them. Every time I caught one or thought I was going to catch one, it burst. I kept at it for quite a while, imagining how magical it would be to hold one in my hand, until I eventually realized that the beauty of this activity was in looking at the bubbles as I blew them and not in the counterproductive act of trying to catch them. I would often do this in the park, and I recall hearing people around me laugh. I didn’t know what was so funny at the time. In my naiveté, I assumed they were laughing because the bubbles kept popping or getting away from me. I also thought that maybe the people around me had tried this game and couldn’t catch the bubbles, either.

What happened as I grew up? Where did the simplicity of living a happy life go?

Time and experience create specific criteria for what we have to do in order to feel happy, and our belief system sets a course to get there. The upside of this type of thinking is that, when we’re feeling down, it fills an immediate need: by envisioning all of the things we wish we had, we’re able to improve our mood and adopt a positive mindset about our future, at least temporarily. For example:

“I’ll be happy when I meet the right person.”

“I’ll be happy when I can buy a new car.”

“I’ll be happy when I lose fifteen pounds.”

Who hasn’t made those kinds of statements? I know I have. And whenever I reached a goal, I found that I still hadn’t attained that elusive thing I really wanted. Is it so necessary for everything around us to be perfect before we can move on, live our life, and experience joy?

Ron was a fifty-year-old attorney. He was organized and had an amazing ability to achieve goals. Over the previous three decades he had amassed quite a number of profitable rental properties. He leased a series of luxury cars, a new one every year. Why? “Because my car is a statement about me,” he proclaimed. In a matter of three months he’d tire of each car, and, fueled by anticipation, he would plan his next lease. When asked whether he was happy with all his financial transactions, ranging from these luxury automobiles to expensive jewelry for his wife, he said, “I feel good, but it doesn’t last.” With encouragement, he did some volunteer work, reduced his work hours, and struggled until he found something he was passionate about—mentoring law students. His partners at work grumbled. Ron stuck with this process anyway and discovered time affluence. He had more hours in which to notice and savor what was around him, and to divest himself of unnecessary possessions. He had a 1986 Corvette in various stages of repair that he got rid of, and he reaped the added benefit of his wife’s approval. He donated many of his business suits. He took an inventory of his dress shirts (over one hundred) and added those to his donations. He got rid of journals, paperback books, and magazines that he had accumulated over the years. He was astounded at the amount of things he’d collected! As he decluttered, he felt a new lightness of being. He learned the power of “no.” Soon he began to feel as if he was finally in control of his life. He reported increased energy levels and a significant reduction in anxiety. This was a painful process, to be sure, and he felt conflicted. His father had instilled in him a strong Protestant work ethic that allowed no room for play. The only example of self-care that he could justify was going to the gym. But at the end of the process, he felt happy.

If you get caught up in the mindset that your circumstances need to change or that you need to possess X, Y, or Z before you can be happy, it will be next to impossible to improve your situation. The truth is, we’re sure to be let down by any result if we insist that happiness must look a certain way. Allow yourself time to just be.
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Happiness is not a goal; it is a by-product.

— Eleanor Roosevelt
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Two Types of Motivation

Our beliefs about what will genuinely make us happy often don’t address our actual needs and wants. People think that if they’re wealthier, thinner, or better-looking, then everything in their life will somehow magically change and be perfect. Unfortunately, this only sets them up to be disappointed by almost every outcome. We believe that having a good job, a relationship, material possessions, or a great body will provide lasting happiness… until they don’t.

There are two types of motivation to consider here:


	
1. EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION involves, in part, engaging in behavior to get some external reward or to avoid punishment. Think of it as doing something because someone else is providing outside encouragement or applying pressure to do it.

	
2. INTRINSIC MOTIVATION, on the other hand, involves doing something just because you like it, because it’s fun in and of itself.



Unfortunately, the presence of extrinsic motivation might have the counterintuitive effect of stealing the intrinsic motivation out from under you. Though we need intrinsic motivation to enhance happiness, today it seems as if many of us are obsessed with the external, living only for the surface, and rarely digging down to deeper layers. Focusing on losing weight for cosmetic purposes rather than for health benefits or buying something to impress others and not for the actual enjoyment or practicality of the product are examples of this.

I’m reminded of a patient named Jennifer, a thirty-two-year-old tech executive who loved to buy designer clothing, shoes, and handbags, each item more extravagant than the last. She repeated this pattern with bigger-ticket items too: for instance, Jennifer would buy a Porsche 911 and then decide that she needed something even more luxurious, such as an Aston Martin. She constantly strove for excellence, not only in the quality of her possessions but also in her physical appearance. She worked out for a few hours every day, restricted her diet, and moved in high-status social circles.

Jennifer dressed to impress and modeled herself after actors who were successful and very attractive, but she still felt empty inside. She admitted that, despite all her workouts and expensive purchases, the harder she tried to acquire things to make her feel happy, the sadder she ultimately felt. She recognized that the material things she tired of so quickly were not giving her the satisfaction and fulfillment she wanted in life. She felt dissatisfied with herself but didn’t know how to change. After a while, Jennifer realized that purchasing these objects and only briefly getting the results she desired meant that she needed to find some other way. Over time, she learned to do things that made her feel happy—things that didn’t involve money or objects. She started spending time with “quality people” who weren’t materialistic strivers like so many others she knew and had hung out with before. Instead, they were more interested in having experiences and making discoveries about themselves and the world.

As Jennifer would tell you, a sure-fire way to give yourself a life full of dissatisfaction is to keep believing that happiness will eventually come from external rewards. As with chasing the high of a drug, it’s easy to become addicted to the pursuit of pleasure and joy in a detrimental way. More often than not, we look for happiness in all the wrong places until it becomes a search for our next fix.

False beliefs only clutter our minds and prevent us from fully engaging in our daily lives. Ultimately, we’re held back from moving forward and improving our situations because we’re waiting for something to occur rather than making something happen. If you’re putting things off until you’ve acquired certain possessions or achieved specific circumstances, you’ll probably end up waiting a very long time before making any real progress.

These false beliefs don’t fix our problems or pull us out of our despair—they only cover up our negative emotions. We’ve all heard some variation on the phrase, “Drink your worries away”; well, this is a perfect example of a false belief, because we all know that when we try to do that, our worries don’t go anywhere. They’re only momentarily forgotten while we distract ourselves from our discomfort with alcohol. We’re not working our way through or overcoming anything. We’re merely masking it. To make matters worse, when the pain rears its ugly head again, it will be twice as unpleasant!

Want to practice true happiness?

Begin by examining your motivation before you do anything.


The (False) Belief That This Will Make You Happy

The handful of pursuits listed below are among the most popular that people erroneously turn to in order to find happiness. They’re listed in no particular order, and are not in order of importance.

IDEALIZED RELATIONSHIPS

If you, like so many others, believe that someone else is going to provide you with complete happiness, you’re setting yourself up for disaster. You eliminate any need or motivation to change your situation when you place that responsibility on another person—and when you have someone else to blame, you do.

Bear in mind that this type of deflection will keep fulfillment and happiness out of your reach. As humans, we seek meaningful relationships for support and understanding, but we also need to remember that significant and lasting connections require humility and selflessness. They become fulfilling only when we’re focused on meeting the needs of a loved one in addition to our own.

I think back to the time when I first became a mother. I was so focused on my baby, Christopher, that I was able to put my physical needs on hold. Even something as insistent as hunger pangs went unnoticed because I was focusing my attention on him. At the very young age of six months, he developed asthma, and I almost lost him. I took him to the emergency room, where he was prescribed a bronchodilator. He wore a mask hooked to a machine, which I had to carry with me wherever in the world we traveled (and we traveled often). Putting Christopher’s needs first helped me as well; for the first time, I learned to say “no” to others and not give in to their demands. They weren’t as important as my son, who was dependent on me for everything at that time.

Christopher was also born with a congenital cataract, which means that he is clinically blind in one eye. I recall canceling patient appointments to take him to a pediatric ophthalmologist at the University of Alberta. In the doctor’s office, there was a teddy bear that was lit with bright lights, but even with the aid of those lights, Christopher was unable to identify it. It broke my heart. I’ve done many things over the years to compensate for his lost vision. I cut down on my workload so that I could spend more time with him, learning the infinite power of patience. And I’ve always treated him like an able human being, because he is. Fortunately, he no longer has asthma, but his visual impairment means that he will never be a surgeon. The way he copes with it is amazing. It’s not a loss for him because it’s all he knows; that’s his reality. He currently volunteers and helps a blind woman. It’s interesting to see how he puts his needs aside for hers. I’ve watched him grow into an incredible young adult, and with each decade of his life, I see new changes.

These days, I also think about my mother and how, at age eighty-nine, she’s wholly dependent. She knows that she cannot live on her own anymore. A fall at her stage of life, for example, could easily result in broken limbs. I’m learning about the importance of silence, discretion, and role-reversal. The more critical issue, however, is appreciation of her humanity, of the sharp mind in the frail body.

Then there are my patients. Over the past thirty-five years, I have sometimes worked long hours because there was someone out there whose needs were more important than mine. Ironically, putting their needs ahead of my own gave me great satisfaction. I would leave my practice on a high, feeling energized because I’d made a difference, a qualitative improvement, in someone’s life, if only in a minuscule way. The intrinsic satisfaction of putting my needs aside to focus on what was good for another was something I had never really been taught as a graduate student; it was only when I was in the trenches that I learned this valuable lesson, and I continue to be reminded of it to this day.

PURCHASES

We engage in this method of instant gratification, often facetiously referred to as “retail therapy,” as a way to immediately boost our mood. The promise and excitement of the next shiny new toy or “comfort buy” can overpower many negative emotions. However, it isn’t long before we find ourselves in a never-ending hunt for the bigger, better, faster, and stronger product that will provide us with our next adrenaline rush. In the long run, these material possessions will never satisfy us or lead to a lasting sense of happiness.

In my mid-twenties, I splurged and bought myself a wonderful dress that I thought would give me great joy because I had saved up my pennies for it. I wore it, enjoyed it, put it at the back of my closet, forgot all about it, and bought another dress later on. The same thing happened: I enjoyed it for a while and then didn’t want it anymore. The dresses made me feel guilty because they had the bad manners to last, staying like unwelcome guests in my closet, so I gave them away.

I’m sure many of you experienced a similar thing while growing up—spending your money on new apparel and then saying to yourself, “Well, did I really need it? Do I still want it? Is it useful? If it is, will it last? If it’s going to last, then maybe I don’t want it because I know I’ll get tired of it or it will fall out of fashion.” I didn’t realize until my thirties that the behavior I was engaging in was called hedonic adaptation. This is when we return to a set level of happiness after experiencing an upward or downward change in emotion. Because I didn’t enjoy the things I bought for any extended period of time, I would purge my closet. Every season, I would ruthlessly go through my things and give away whatever wasn’t worn. It was like hitting the reset button. Ultimately, it helped me to stop the cycle of purchasing, because I knew I would end up giving away whatever I had bought.

MONEY

Like the constant pursuit of new purchases as a way to provide happiness, the desire for money can and often does lead to a miserable place. Perhaps Zig Ziglar said it best when he observed, “Money won’t make you happy… but everybody wants to find out for themselves.” We’ve all heard the tragic stories about people who win the lottery and think their lives will be forever changed by the money—and, of course, they are, but often for the worse. Statistically, most big winners struggle to enjoy everyday pleasures. Their lives don’t change as much as we, or they, imagined. A year after winning most of them report being as happy as they were before their unexpected good fortune, proving that money does not buy happiness. It may provide us with many things, such as access, status, power, and notoriety, but it can never heal our emotional wounds, bring us true love, or help us achieve long-term happiness.

According to research conducted by Dan Gilbert, the Edgar Pierce Professor of Psychology at Harvard University, our brain’s prefrontal cortex has evolved over time into what he calls our experience simulator. Much like a flight simulator, this feature allows us to test-drive experiences in our heads before practicing them in real life. What Gilbert has found is that we experience impact bias, which makes our affective forecasting inaccurate—i.e., we misjudge how much happiness or sadness any given event will bring us. Moreover, we often wrongly predict that those feelings will last longer than they usually do.

I remember thinking, back when I was a poor student, “Once I graduate and start my practice, I’ll be debt-free. That will make me happy.” I even imagined that I would retire at age forty-five because I would have met my material goals by then. Little did I know how naïve that plan was. There were obviously other factors at play that I was blissfully unaware of at the time. In those days I was single, so I had some money saved in a “getaway account” in case misfortune occurred. It was my escape clause. Money gave me purchasing power, which made me feel independent.

What I later discovered, however, was that simply having money didn’t give me the satisfaction I was looking for. Although I was able to achieve my financial goals by age forty-five, and had indeed accumulated the money I needed to retire, I found, much to my surprise, that I wasn’t emotionally ready to retire at all. The truth was that I was enjoying what I was doing. I was deriving a lot of satisfaction from being a change agent for so many people. I was humbled to realize that my values had subtly changed over the years. Age forty-five came and went; so did fifty-five, and sixty-five… Then, when I turned sixty-nine, I decided it was time. By then I had learned that money was just a transaction, a vehicle for exchanging one thing for something else, and the feeling I got from spending money wasn’t always a good one. I did, however, enjoy the intrinsic gratification of using money to do good things for other people, such as establishing a scholarship fund. Elizabeth Dunn and Mike Norton, authors of the book Happy Money: The Science of Happier Spending, found that people derive more satisfaction from spending money on others than they did from spending it on themselves.2


When we think of income, we also have to ask ourselves, “How much is enough?” Danny Kahneman, a noted psychologist and Nobel Prize–winning economist, and Angus Deaton, also a Nobel Prize–winning economist, found that life satisfaction levels off at a yearly salary of approximately $75,000. After this point, no matter how great the additional funds, there is no increase in life satisfaction or emotional well-being. They also found that when people spent money in giving to others or to create memories, they felt happier and more satisfied. The bottom line is that once your basic needs are met, monetary increases will not bring happiness.



PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Basing your happiness on your physical appearance is another big mistake. While it’s critical to understand that a certain level of physical discipline can improve your well-being and mood, bigger biceps or more toned thighs aren’t going to have much of a long-term effect on your positive emotions. Furthermore, excessive weight training can be a potent method of avoidance when it comes to dealing with emotional problems. I love to work out; I enjoy being in the gym, hiking, and practicing yoga, among other activities. I always feel better when I stay committed to exercise, but I don’t go to the gym strictly for appearance’s sake. I know that exercise keeps my body and mind strong and releases endorphins that do make me feel happier—but it’s a short-term hit.

JOBS

People spend so much time dreaming of the “perfect job” that they’re unwilling to find contentment in anything that falls short of their high expectations. They long for a working situation with shorter hours, top pay, and limited required effort. But jobs still mean work, and that involves determination, energy, the endurance of stress, and certainly a bit of strain. You will remain unhappy in any position if you’re convinced that your perfect job is right around the corner.

When I came to Edmonton in 1984, I took a hospital job that I didn’t really like for a variety of reasons, the first being the routine, mechanical nature of the testing I was supposed to do. It quickly became boring, because I wasn’t being challenged. I tried rearranging my office and bringing in plants, thinking that would make everything better, but it didn’t help. I even moved to a bigger office in hopes that it would be warmer and more welcoming. Nothing changed. The upside of the situation was that the pay was good, and it provided me with a sense of security. Still, I struggled to make it through my first year at the hospital.

Then one day I was talking to my uncle and told him that I wanted to quit. He was dismayed and said to me, “How could you think of quitting your job when it gives you stability? You’ve got a pension plan, paid holidays… you’ve got everything. You’re trying to create a tempest in a teacup.”

Although my uncle was totally against my quitting the job, a year and a half later I resigned and opened a private practice on a shoestring budget. On paper, the hospital job appeared to be better because it provided me with financial security, but the reality of the situation was that it caused me distress, because I felt as if I weren’t functioning at an optimum level. I wasn’t in a flow state. The move into private practice was certainly a risk, because I knew that I could fall on my face, but it was a dream of mine. It was the most important thing in my life at the time, and fortunately, it turned out to be successful and a perfect fit. I was passionate about the work, and it fueled me. Once I’d followed my dream and was able to help patients by working with them on their stress, depression, or anxiety, I understood what real satisfaction, fulfillment, and joy are. I didn’t make much money at the start, but I sure generated a lot of fulfillment, and I was tremendously proud of my work.

ACHIEVEMENTS

There is considerable value in setting and achieving short- and long-term goals. You still have to be careful, however, not to let your accomplishments define or continually fuel you. This isn’t to say that there’s anything wrong with setting goals and taking pride in your achievements. There’s great value in both, and in allowing yourself some material rewards for all your hard work too. These incentives are essential in overcoming obstacles and pushing yourself to succeed. But be aware that at the end of the day, the only person you’re competing against is yourself. I call this You-v.-You. When you approach things with that mindset, you’ll always be the winner.

DISTRACTIONS

Often, when we’re unhappy or feeling down, we explore various methods of escape and distraction, such as bingeing a new series on a streaming service, going out for an evening, or planning a trip. Although a weekend getaway may serve as a much-needed change of scenery, your problems and unhappiness will still be waiting for you when you return home. Confronting issues is always better than running away from them.

Distractions are a wonderful way to avoid core issues, but they’re not much more than Band-Aids. I’d rather you grit your teeth, pull the Band-Aid off, and deal with the wound that’s festering beneath. Instead of seeking solace in surface distractions, it might be better to deal with the underlying issues that are really bothering you in an assertive way. We sometimes want to practice denial and ignore issues by pursuing other things. We might even have good intentions, choosing healthier diversions such as going to the gym, but on our way there we end up running into a friend and sitting down for a drink. Or we might go down a rabbit hole on the Internet—an addictive distraction if ever there was one—instead of dealing with what’s really causing our distress. Although you feel good by visiting a friend, occupying your mind with social media, shopping, getting away for a spa weekend, or whatever else it is that you choose to distract yourself with, in the end, these are only temporary fixes.

Sometimes the pursuit of distractions is really just a preoccupation with new possibilities, which can lead to our disregarding the happiness we already have. More often, though, pursuing distractions is a conscious decision not to deal with our issues. On their own, distractions aren’t bad, but it’s important to realize why you’re behaving this way. It’s okay to take a break from your problems by separating yourself from them—whether that involves a weekend in the mountains or whatever it is you do to get distance and clarity—as long as it’s done with the intent of coming back and dealing with those problems. You might go away for a few days, rejuvenate, and then come back and say to yourself, “This job sucks! I need a different one” instead of staying with the same old routine. You may also take some time away from a dysfunctional relationship and come back and say, “Now I need to deal with this. I need to separate.”

Overall, if you attempt to force happiness through one of these ways—idealized relationships, purchases, money, physical appearance, jobs, achievements, or distractions—it will never be lasting and genuine. In focusing our efforts on any of these areas, we satisfy the beliefs we hold in our minds about what will make us happy—in the short run, anyway. But each boost they provide is just a temporary emotion. As time passes, our expectations will change and our feelings will shift. Eventually, we’ll need to reassess our pursuit of these means, and in so doing, our beliefs about what will make us happy will change too.


The Hedonic Treadmill

So, what happens when we work hard to acquire and achieve the things our minds led us to believe would make us happy, only to discover that we still feel almost the same—or, worse, completely unfulfilled?

As mentioned, our tendency to rapidly return to our previous emotional state despite positive or negative life changes is known as hedonic adaptation. It’s also aptly called the hedonic treadmill, because its cyclical nature lands you right back where you started.

The majority of us are poor predictors of how long attaining or achieving external rewards will make us happy. No matter how greatly we may have previously envisioned how a material purchase or a specific achievement will alter our life, it’s usually not as good or as bad as we forecast.

We’ve all had the experience of saving money to eventually buy something we desperately wanted. The sense of excitement that comes with the purchase is typically a satisfying rush. Unfortunately, the euphoria doesn’t last forever (although on some level we may expect it to). The intense emotion eventually fades, and the sense of joy rapidly diminishes. The newness wears off, and before we know it, we’re at the same point emotionally as where we began. As we move forward, we adapt to the feeling of satisfaction, and eventually reach a juncture where we’re no longer fulfilled by the same things. Though we may believe that the more we get of something, the more we’ll enjoy it, this usually turns out to be false. The ensuing situation becomes the new normal and stops bringing us the happiness we expect.

Our baseline expectations are continually set and reset as we move through life. Ideally, this paves the way for a gradual and continual push forward. But what happens when the bar is suddenly set too high and outpaces our natural advancement? We become unsatisfied and unfulfilled. For example, if you’re awarded a pay raise of 5 percent at your job, the next time you’ll need an even higher percentage to be satisfied, because your baseline expectation of what will make you happy will be different.

Even if we were able to acquire and achieve everything we currently desire, we still wouldn’t be sustainably happy. We’ve all heard about or even met someone we believed had it all only to find out that they still thought it wasn’t enough. Once our baseline expectations are fulfilled, we get comfortable, and eventually a new void is created, accompanied by dissatisfaction and disconnection. We can check all of the boxes—have a great job, an expensive house, a supportive family, money in the bank—and still think to ourselves, “I’m just not happy, and I don’t know why.”

So, the next time around, we set our goal for satisfaction and happiness even higher—and by setting the happiness bar at such a high level, we make ourselves miserable when we fail to meet the goal.

It’s essential to remind ourselves that no matter what we achieve or acquire, we will eventually adapt to our situation. This is why we have to be careful not to overestimate the emotional impact of the things we purchase or the favorable conditions we experience. It’s only a matter of time before the reality of a new daily grind sets in and brings with it new obstacles and challenges.

Jack was a forty-five-year-old retired owner of a retail franchise. “Why aren’t I happy?” he wondered. He had achieved financial freedom, didn’t have to work, and had a wife and a happy family. He expressed feelings of emptiness: “I’m dead inside; just going through the motions. I don’t care for sex anymore.” Jasmine, his wife, began to feel that she was unattractive.

Over the next six months, Jack journeyed inward. The process awakened in him some renewed passion and drive. He reconnected with Jasmine and found an avocation by becoming a tennis coach. With time and this pursuit, he came alive again. The journey was painful at times; Jack felt conflicted and guilty for feeling blue. “On paper, I’ve just fulfilled the American dream. I’ve made it financially,” he told me. But he stayed with the process and gradually experienced clarity. Work had always given him a sense of purpose, and he’d linked his self-esteem to his job so deeply that his net worth became his self-worth. How often do we all fall into that trap? I know I did. Early in my career, I had a burning desire to be of service to my patients and to do well financially. Guess what? At forty-five I had achieved my goals and could enjoy the luxury of choice. I chose to work from there on out because it was fulfilling. The bills were being paid, but the desire and the passion were what continued to fuel me more than the money. I couldn’t retire, because this was way too much fun! And it was mentally challenging too. I was living out my values. As I worked with Jack, he began to have similar thoughts. Have you ever thought about what you would do if you retired? What would give you passion or a sense of contribution? Knowing the answer to this question is all part of living a happy life.


When Being Too Positive Is a Negative

In addition to putting too much importance on injecting happiness into everything we do, pushing ourselves to be overly optimistic can also distract us from directly addressing the causes of our discontentment. Although a healthy mind requires a positive outlook, when we push ourselves into an exceedingly upbeat mindset, we’re only moving into a state of denial. Instead of working through the tough emotions we may be facing, we often repress them and create situations to distract us. By not taking the time to deal with the roots of our negative emotions, we miss the opportunity to confront, manage, and overcome our suffering.

When we spend our time pursuing what we assume will bring us happiness, we just cause more problems for ourselves and add to our sadness and disappointment with life. This never-ending hunt for joy turns out to be nothing more than a diversion that negatively impacts our psyche. When we fall short and don’t meet the requirements that we set for our happiness, we provide ourselves more reasons to be unhappy. For example, if we decide happiness will ensue once we lose ten pounds and we instead end up losing only five, there’s a letdown. In attempting to steer ourselves in the direction of happiness, we’ve only added to our suffering. In short, we’ve turned a positive into a negative.

Psychologist Dr. Iris Mauss, who has done extensive research on happiness, has provided scientific evidence that the more value we put on maintaining what she refers to as the optimist’s mindset, the less happy we are. We become so caught up in evaluating our lives that we never allow ourselves to fully engage in the present. By determining our daily existence to be unenjoyable and unfulfilling, we add to our displeasure—because whenever we fall short of our ultimate goals, the ensuing sadness feels justified. Our pursuit of happiness fails to bring us any joy at all when we get stuck in this mindset.

So, it seems that experiencing too much optimism or happiness is probably just as harmful in the long run as experiencing too little. The real goal, I believe, is to find a state of emotional balance where we’re just as present and available to deal with sadness, anxiety, and anger as we are to experience positive emotions.


Happiness Self-Test

Respond to each of the following statements with either Yes or No:


	1. Am I less than satisfied with my life?

	2. Is there something I would like to change?

	3. Am I anxious at times?

	4. Do I experience any trouble sleeping?

	5. Do I sometimes wish I could [fill in the blank]?

	6. Do I want to improve my feeling of wellness?

	7. Am I easily irritated or frustrated by everyday events?

	8. Am I often despondent?

	9. Do I sometimes feel like I’m missing something in my life?

	10. Do I want to feel happier in general?
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