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			Introduction

			This book is about happiness—the science of happiness. The ideas and exercises it contains are not only based on solid scientific research, they have been shown to work in practise. 

			The ABC television series Making Australia Happy, on which this book is based, followed eight individuals as they completed an intensive eight-week program using positive psychology interventions. The challenge was to radically improve their happiness and to verify it scientifically. 

			A specially selected Happiness Team was drawn from the fields of Positive Psychology, mindfulness and physiotherapy. Together Dr Anthony (Tony) Grant, director of the Coaching Psychology Unit at Sydney University; Dr Russ Harris, GP and a recognised expert in mindfulness; and Anna-Louise Bouvier, expert physiotherapist, supervised their progress and devised many of the exercises outlined in this book.

			And it worked. All eight participants were far happier at the end of the program than at the start, and even more significantly the positive effects of participation were still evident twenty-four weeks after filming finished. This evidence-based program can work for you too. Eight weeks. Eight steps. Try it.
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			Part 1: Getting Started 
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			Becoming happy
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			The habit of happiness

			It’s hard to be happy. It’s hard to be really happy. To stay happy. Just when you think you’ve got it all worked out and it all seems in balance—just when you think, ‘This is it!’—the feeling slips away. Optimism and contentment dissipate. Anxiety returns. We get downhearted. We give up.

			It’s easier to go shopping, to the movies, to eat nice food, to go on the internet, check Facebook, other distractions. It feels good. But the hedonic treadmill—the vicious cycle of searching for material things to make us happy and ease our disquiet—is just that, a treadmill. We end up coming back time and again to the same place: discontentment. How can we break this cycle?

			Positive change is possible. It is relatively easy to improve our levels of happiness on a daily basis. There is now a considerable body of scientifically validated techniques that improve well-being, that can bring increased happiness and meaning into our lives. People can change. You can change. You can do it.

			But here’s the rub. The inconvenient truth. You have to do it. And you have to do it yourself. And you have to get into the habit of doing it. Positive change works—but you have to work at it.

			It would be nice if we could outsource our own personal development, to get someone else to do the work of change, but unfortunately there is no real short-cut. There is no magic bullet—but there is science. 

			What we have done in this book is to put together a set of simple, science-based strategies that have been shown to be truly effective at developing the habit of happiness. There is no bullshit. No sleight of hand. No magic tricks.

			That’s what is so useful about the Eight Steps to Happiness program. The eight steps in this book are all scientifically validated ways of improving happiness and well-being. They are designed to keep you engaged in the process over time. They offer new and varied experiences to help you move from insights to actions, from actions to habits. 

			
				It’s easy to do something once. It’s harder to do it twice, and even harder to stick at it over a period of time until it becomes a habit. The TRICK is to stick at it.

			

			What is happiness?

			Think of the word happiness and you might well visualise the ubiquitous yellow cartoon smiley face that has become synonymous with so-called positive thinking and the happiness industry. But what does being happy really mean to you?

			Happiness is a state of mind characterised by experiences of contentment, satisfaction, love or joy. Happiness feels good. It feels worthwhile. Happiness is pleasurable. 

			But is pleasure alone enough? There is considerable enjoyment to be had in activities like shopping, eating, drinking, self-gratification and the pursuit of pleasure of the senses. But unfortunately these are often followed by feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness. We all love hedonistic pursuits of this kind. And they can certainly boost our enjoyment levels. But on its own the pure pursuit of pleasure, the purely hedonistic life, is ultimately disappointing. There is a lack of richness and depth.

			The pleasurable life is only one part of happiness. The engaged life and the meaningful life are equally important. The engaged life is about owning your life. It’s about feeling that you are purposefully involved in life activities such as work, relationships and recreational activities. The meaningful life is about having a sense of purpose, living a life that is coherent and consistent with one’s values, a life that is a source of satisfaction.

			Happiness comes from having a balance between pleasure, engagement and meaning. It is not one or the other. The lines between hedonistic pleasure and engagement in meaningful pursuits should not be drawn too tightly. In fact each influences and enhances the other. The research shows that having positive feelings tends to increase our sense of meaning, which in turns makes us feel good, and that this is further enhanced when we are engaged in the pursuit of meaningful goals in our lives. 

			There is a considerable amount of solid scientific evidence from philosophy, psychology, sociology, biology and recently from neuroscience to show that we can indeed improve our happiness. And there is good research to show that we can apply these techniques in our daily lives. 

			
				Take a moment to think about a time when you were truly happy. Chances are that you thought about times when you felt good, when you experienced pleasure, felt engaged and had a sense of being connected.

			

			The happiness pie

			Three factors—genetics, life circumstances and choice—make up the ‘happiness pie chart’. But which is most influential in determining happiness?

			The research from large-scale, population-level studies show that genetics—heritable factors such as temperament—generally accounts for about 50 per cent of the difference between individuals. Life circumstances—how much money we have, where we went to school, where we live—generally accounts for about 10 per cent of the difference between individuals. Which leaves as much as 40 per cent of the difference in levels of happiness for intentional activities—the choices we make on a day-to-day basis about how we live our lives.

			Each of these factors is important. The relative contribution of each section of the pie to one’s happiness is going to be different for everyone and this is because individuals vary. Nevertheless, the happiness pie chart provides a very useful reminder that our happiness is not pre-determined. 

			
				Choice counts. We can choose to do things that will improve our happiness. 

			

			Eight steps

			The Eight Steps to Happiness program is designed to make change as easy as possible. The program starts with the end in mind. In step 1 you will write your own eulogy—a challenging but inspirational task. We then put the focus on other people in step 2 by looking at how acts of kindness can help other people and boost our own mental and physical well-being at the same time. Because we spend so much of our lives on autopilot, going mindlessly from task to task, in step 3 we explore the role of mindfulness in happiness. 

			Having developed our ability to be mindful, in step 4 we bring our attention to strengths and solutions—and the positive energy that they bring. Step 5 is about gratitude and appreciation, which are vital parts of the happiness equation: if we can’t appreciate our lives and share that appreciation with others, then what have we gained? But we need to be open to other people if we are to make meaningful connections. Resentment and bitterness are toxic barriers to happiness. So in step 6 we learn about letting go of resentment and practising forgiveness. For some, this is a tough step. But we don’t have to do it alone. Happiness is not a solitary pursuit. We are social animals—and happiness is contagious. So, in step 7, we look at the social determinates of happiness and develop social connections that will help us sustain our gains. Finally, in step 8 we take the time to reflect on what we have learnt, review our progress and renew ourselves in order to consolidate and truly develop.

			
				You do not have to change your whole life to reap the very real benefits of this program. You only have to do a little bit at a time—one step a week is fine. And science is on your side.

			

		

	


	
		
			Making changes 
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			Five domains

			If we want to improve our well-being, be happy or create any positive change, there are five domains of human experience that we need to take into account in order to maximise our chances of success. 

			First, and most obviously, we need to know what to do—we need to make changes to our behaviour. Second, we need to have thoughts that support us in making change—constantly doubting our ability to make changes could stop us from even beginning to move towards our goals. Third, our feelings or emotions are powerful factors in motivating change—high levels of anxiety would not be helpful. Fourth, the situation or the environment that constitute the social context we live in has a major influence on our ability to create purposeful change—trying to learn meditation in a very noisy or distracting place would not be a great idea for most of us. Fifth and finally, our physical bodies, or physical and biological states have a major influence on our well-being and how we can use our attentional capacities. If we are not eating well, not getting enough sleep, have hormone imbalances or other chemical imbalances or even low blood sugar for example—these biological problems will place significant limitations on our ability to reach our happiness potential. 

			
				If your goal is to be happier ask yourself:

				• How does your current environment (or situation) support you in reaching your goal?

				• What are you doing to help you reach your goal. What could you do differently?

				• What are you thinking, and how does that impact on your feelings and behaviour?

				• Are you getting enough rest, nutrition, recuperation? What changes need to be made?

			

			Motivation and goals

			The word motivation comes from the Latin word movers, which means to move—to be in motion. We can think of motivation as ‘emotions in motion’. Motivation, then, is movement. We need motivation if we are to create purposeful positive change. Some people think of change as a simple decision to do something different. In reality it is a far more complex process. 

			Motivation is key. It is not sitting and thinking; it is about movement, doing, action. But the reality is that the intensity of our motivation fluctuates considerably from one time to another. This is normal. Ambivalence is normal. It is OK to have mixed feelings about change. You don’t have to be 100 per cent committed—51 per cent is enough. What you do need to do is to get into action, and one way to get started along the path is to set a goal. There is more on goal-setting in Step 1: Goals and values.

			
				Create a mental picture of what you want to achieve. If you have a goal to aim for you’re more likely to succeed.

			

			Keep on track for change

			To stay on track for change we need to keep track of our progress along the path. People who track their progress and keep a written record tend to be far more successful in creating lasting change. This works for a wide range of goals, including health, work and happiness. 

			Write it down. Keep a journal. Keep a diary. Make some notes. Some people feel reluctant to keep a written record. If you are hesitant about writing, some notes about your journey in a journal or notebook will suffice. Push yourself to find ways that will work for you. It does not have to be handwritten. Maybe you could keep typed comments in your electronic diary on your computer. Maybe you write simple notes on pieces of paper that you can keep in your wallet or handbag. Maybe you could write in a notebook that you keep in the car. Be creative. 

			
				Writing it down really does help. Give it a go.

			

			Nurturing mind and body 

			Think of yourself as a Ferrari. You wouldn’t run a sophisticated car like that on inferior octane. You wouldn’t let the battery go flat. And you’d probably keep it polished and gleaming.

			We need to give ourselves a head start by nurturing our body as well as our mind. You need to take an inventory of your diet, your sleeping habits and how much exercise you do to ensure that you are in top form and ready to take on the challenge of the eight-step program. Human beings are meant to move. We’ve been upright and walking for millions of years. Over all this time our bodies have evolved into sophisticated motion machines. Yet for the last hundred years or so we’ve been inventing ever more ingenious ways of avoiding the inconvenience of standing up and moving about. The motor car gets us to work, to school, to the shops—to pretty much anywhere—so there is no need to walk. With the internet came virtual shopping and chat rooms—no need to leave the house. With remote-control TV you don’t even have to leave your chair!

			All this was supposed to improve our quality of life. But far from making us happier and healthier, sitting on our backsides is actually killing us. Sitting glued to the box for an average of more than four hours a day increases your risk of dying by a staggering 46 per cent compared to people who watch less than two hours.

			But watching TV is only part of the story. The modern workplace is a potential danger zone. It’s not unusual for people to spend three-quarters of the working day sitting in front of a computer screen or on the phone at work. We drink coffee and eat lunch at our desks. We even send emails to the next-door office! All in all, depending on our job, and whether we get out and about after work or flop into a chair when we get home, we could easily spend almost three-quarters of our whole day sitting. 

			New evidence suggests that the risk remains even if one goes for a thirty-minute walk each day, as per the World Health Organisation guidelines—it is just not enough to offset the cumulative effect of all that sitting.

			
				Whether at work or relaxing at home, find reasons to frequently stand up and move about. Bearing our body weight for just two minutes at a time at least once every hour is enough to trigger the physiological processes that keep our bodies in good working order. 

			

			Setting your exercise goal

			We should all be aiming to walk 10,000 steps a day as an overall goal. Ten thousand steps is roughly eight kilometres or 90 to 100 minutes of walking. Couch potatoes might be currently doing as few as 3000 to 4000 steps a day, so you need to create strategies to build up to the target as your energy and fitness levels increase. A combination of standing up and walking around plus a brisk thirty-minute walk five days a week is the most effective regime.

			But walking ain’t just walking! There’s strolling, meandering, taking your time-to-get-there walking, and then there’s the more energetic walking—the moderate to vigorous style of walking. It’s the latter we’re after. Moderate or vigorous walking is the key. Sauntering along isn’t good enough. Put some effort into it!

			
				Accumulate 10,000 steps throughout the day. It doesn’t need to be done all in one hit. Every little bit counts, even answering the door or checking the mailbox. And then add a brisk half-hour walk a few times a week to this.

			

			The breath test 

			If you don’t know what’s moderate and what’s vigorous exercise, take the breath test.

			The breath test is this: if you can talk and sing while you are walking it’s not energetic enough. You need to step up the pace. If you can talk but you are too puffed to sing, then your heart is pumping away at a moderate level. Once you become too puffed even to say a few words, you’ve reached the vigorous stage. Your lungs are busy supplying oxygen to your working muscles; there’s nothing left over for talking. 

			Ideally, you need to be somewhere in the middle between moderate and vigorous to really get the benefit from the walk.

			
				Get moving and go for it!

			

			Monitoring your progress

			People frequently exaggerate the amount of exercise that they think they have done. Our selective biases unconsciously focus our attention on what we have done—and magnify it! 

			Let’s get real about this. To accurately monitor the number of steps you do each day, invest in a cheap pedometer. It works as an incentive as well as a taskmaster. People who wear a pedometer walk—on average—an extra 2.5 km a day. 

			A pedometer is not able to accurately monitor your step count when you are engaged in a range of activities like cycling, swimming and weight training. So for every ten minutes of these activities you can add 1000 steps to your pedometer count (100 steps per minute). For vigorous work-outs like running or squash you can double the step count: 2000 steps for 10 minutes (200 steps per minute).

			Lack of time isn’t an excuse not to exercise. If you want to live longer, sleep better and feel better, you must make exercise a priority. It’s a small investment in the rest of your life—and for your happiness today.

			
				Ideas to get you moving

				Here are ten great ideas to get you moving. Try to come up with ten more of your own.

				• Get off the bus one stop before home, then two stops, then three and so on.

				• Walk the dog once more round the block.

				• Buy a newspaper from the corner store instead of having it delivered.

				• Park the car in the corner of the car park furthest from the shopping centre.

				• Walk up stairs instead of using the lift.

				• Ban emails between colleagues in the same office between 10 am and 3 pm. Go and talk to each other instead. Fine those who break the ban and give the money to a charity.

				• Take phone calls standing up. 

				• Move your printer away from your desk. 

				• Hold walking meetings. Why sit round a table when you can go for a walk?

				• Take up an activity that you already love or you think you would like.
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