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    Praise for Eight Steps to Happiness

    ‘A beautifully written book. Inspirational, practical and built on a solid scientific foundation, it delivers what most self-help books only promise.

    

    Carol Kauffman, PhD, director, Institute of Coaching, Harvard Medical School

    ‘This book is a gem. Drawing on the latest scientific findings Eight Steps to Happiness gives you the tools to make meaningful differences to your life. It offers that rare combination of being evidence-based, highly practical, and fun. Like the eight volunteers, you cannot help but emerge with more energy, focus, and happiness.’

    —Dr Susan David, co-director, Institute of Coaching, Harvard Medical School and research affiliate, Yale University

    ‘Eight Steps to Happiness is set to become the guidebook for increasing your happiness. Based throughout on what the latest scientific research is showing about how we can become happier, Eight Steps presents the simple practices we can use on a daily basis to increase our happiness. Eight Steps to Happiness will engage and inspire anyone who is looking for what it takes to build more happiness in their life.’

    —Professor Alex Linley, author of The Strengths Book and founding director, Centre of Applied Positive Psychology

    ‘Engaging, sharp and to the point. And it works! What more would you want from a book? The authors make the science tangible, useful and applicable. Unlike many existing publications on happiness, this book is grounded in peoples’ life experience, offering clear, practical evidence-based strategies for personal change and transformation.’

    —Dr Ilona Boniwell, program director, UEL Masters of Applied Positive Psychology program

    ‘Happiness has long been like the weather—everyone talking about it, but no one doing anything. Eight Steps to Happiness by Dr Anthony M. Grant and Alison Leigh changes this judgment. Brimming with good advice based on solid research, this book deserves the attention of all who want to be happy or happier.’

    —Christopher Peterson, PhD, Professor of Psychology, University of Michigan

    ‘Eight Steps to Happiness is a delightful read that distills the essence of the good life. By synthesising cutting-edge research and real-life examples, the authors provide a rigorous and accessible guide to becoming happier.’

    —Dr Tal Ben-Shahar, bestselling author of Happier: Learn the Secrets to Daily Joy and Lasting Fulfillment
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      Introduction

      This book, based on the ground-breaking ABC television documentary Making Australia Happy, is about happiness—the science of happiness.

      We wanted to go beyond the rhetoric of motivational gurus and test the emerging science of Positive Psychology. Positive Psychology might look great in academic journals, it might sound good at conferences, but does it really work, and would it work on the streets of inner-city Sydney?

      Our testing ground was the inner-west area of Marrickville. In a national survey of well-being the residents of inner-city Sydney turned out to have the lowest well-being in Australia.1 At the epicentre of this inner-city area is the suburb of Marrickville. We figured that if our experiment can improve happiness here, it might just work for others.

      We took eight volunteers from Marrickville, and with an expert coaching team we set out to see whether they could improve their happiness. We gave them brain scans, examined their minds, swabbed their saliva, reshaped their bodies and scrutinised their lives—all in the scientific pursuit of happiness.

      The challenge was to improve their happiness and well-being radically over eight weeks. And to verify it scientifically. No nonsense. And it worked.

      Now we have put all this experience into this book. In Eight Steps to Happiness we show how eight people from Marrickville went about improving their happiness over eight weeks using a simple eight-step program. And we show how this evidence-based program can work for you, too.

      Eight weeks. Eight steps.
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    Part 1:

    Getting Started

  


  
    
    Becoming happy

    It’s hard to be happy. It’s hard to be really happy. To stay happy. People let you down. The fates are unkind. Life conspires against you. The world grows cold and vicious. Life becomes bleak and grey.

    Just when you think you’ve got it all worked out and it all seems in balance—just when you think, ‘This is it! This is how I want to feel forever!’—the feeling slips away. Optimism and contentment dissipate. Anxiety returns. We get downhearted. We give up.

    It’s easier to go shopping. It’s easier to find ways to make ourselves feel good by buying something new, going to the movies, eating nice food, drinking, getting on the internet, checking 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: discontent.

    How can we break this cycle? How can we create sustainable positive change? Is real change even possible?

    The habit of happiness

    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. Employ someone to put the effort in. And there is a veritable industry of motivational gurus, unqualified life coaches and alternative self-help specialists who offer instant personal change—‘guaranteed’—as if by magic!

    Unfortunately, there is no real short-cut. There is no magic bullet—but there is science. There are evidence-based approaches that work. What we have done in this book is to put together a simple, science-based eight-step program that has been shown to be truly effective at creating purposeful positive change. There is no bullshit. No sleight of hand. No magic tricks.

    The key to creating purposeful positive change is to stick at it. 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.

    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. To help you develop the habit of happiness.

    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 personally? Take a moment to think about a time when you were truly happy. Think about it. Chances are that you thought about times when you felt good—times when you experienced pleasure, you felt engaged—there was a sense of being connected, and you felt there was meaning to what you were doing. These three—pleasure, engagement and meaning—are the backbone of authentic happiness.1 Happiness is a state of mind characterised by experiences of contentment, satisfaction, love or joy. Happiness feels good. It feels worthwhile. Happiness is pleasurable.

    Is pleasure alone enough? Is pleasure happiness? 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 and add variety to our lives. 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 good feelings dissipate and we are left empty.

    But the Pleasurable Life is only one part of happiness. The Engaged Life and the Meaningful Life are also important. These latter two are about eudemonism—an approach to happiness that emphasises doing the right thing, living in accord with your values, and experiencing fulfilment through the actualisation of one’s potential. The Engaged Life is about owning your life—being able to make choices. 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—you don’t have to choose between being hedonistic or eudemonistic.2 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 feeling good, 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.3

    The happiness pie

    What is more influential in determining happiness: the genetic influences of our parents, the amount of money we have and the life circumstances we find ourselves in, or choice—the intentional activities in which we engage? These three factors—genetics, life circumstances and choice—make up the ‘happiness pie chart’.4

    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. And these percentages don’t tell us about the absolute importance of each of these three sections of the pie for any single individual. This is because individuals vary. For one person, the genetic component might be highly influential, but their life circumstances might have less influence; the relative contribution of each section of the pie to one’s happiness is going to be different for everyone. 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.

    As we will see, 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.5

    The tyranny of the positive

    Happiness is popular. Images of happiness are everywhere. Not long ago, the development of meaning in life and the pursuit of happiness was a private and, in many ways, a sober or profoundly personal quest.

    Now you can go to happiness conferences. You can read more than 2000 academic articles on happiness each year,6 buy hundreds of books on well-being, hire a happiness coach and even learn about happiness at university. Happiness has become truly mainstream—commercialised—and the proof is when Coca-Cola put the word ‘Happiness’ on its cans7 and banks8 use the ‘Smiley’ face in their ads and advertise ‘happy banking’!

    With the happiness surge in popular culture it might feel as if we are under pressure to be positive. We are exhorted to be happy, to be bright and bubbly—encouraged to be extroverted and confident. At work we are asked to demonstrate positive leadership, practise solution-focused thinking, maximise workplace well-being and create joyful, meaningful work. At home we read books on developing the happy family, and we watch TV programs about how to be happy. To some people it really seems as if we are bombarded by the relentless promotion of positive thinking—and some people end up feeling guilty about not being happy.9 Understandably, some people are not very happy with happiness.

    Is there no escape from the tyranny of the positive?10 Do you have to be happy?

    No—you do not have to be happy. And this book is not about forcing you to be happy. Happiness is not a panacea. In fact, so-called negative emotions such as discontent, uncertainty, disgust, anger and fear have a very important place in human experience. Tension, conflict and disagreement are vital parts of the creative process.11 Pasting over the cracks of disagreement with the whitewash of so-called positive thinking or happiness compliance merely suppresses differences that are likely to surface in other, more virulent ways. We need to be wary of the happiness gurus who enforce black-and-white positive thinking.

    Let’s be clear. This is not what we are advocating. But if you do want to make positive changes, if you would like to enjoy life just that little bit more, then this book will help you. This book will help you make purposeful positive change and, just as importantly, help you recognise the times when it is best to practise acceptance, to be mindful.

    Making the Eight Steps to

    Happiness program work

    Change requires action. But our efforts at change are not always successful. All of us will have tried to make personal change in the past, only to find that the initial enthusiasm wears off as we slip back into our old familiar routines. Even though we are going to be doing things that will improve our happiness, we may find ourselves reluctant to do some of the exercises in this program. Having an understanding of the dynamics of change will help us stay on track.

    The Transtheoretical Model of Change,12 one of the most researched models of change, describes five stages of change. The first stage is precontemplation, where people are not thinking about change. The next stage is contemplation, where people become aware of the need to change, are thinking about making changes but have not actually done much about it yet. The following stage is preparation in which an individual’s commitment to change increases. Individuals in this stage have had an insight about what they need to do. They intend to take action in the near future and may have started to make some small changes. For example, someone in preparation who wants to feel more energised and get fit might have checked out the local gym. Action is the stage where individuals make major changes—they are at the gym on a regular basis, eating healthy food daily, and enjoying the benefits of change. If these changes are maintained over a period of time, usually designated as six months, we can say that they are in the maintenance stage of change—the changes have become habits. Over time, people move from insight to action, from actions to habits. But, as we all know, relapse is very common. In fact most people will relapse—slip back to their old behaviour—several times before they consolidate change. And you can consolidate change.

    Having a good overview of the change process, realising that change is not a linear process, and being clear that our motivation for change will fluctuate over time—and that is normal—these ideas help us to stick with the process. We don’t have to get it perfectly right. If we feel ourselves slip away from the program, we just need to remind ourselves about the relapse stages and move back into action—review and renew.

    Take a moment now. In terms of improving your enjoyment of life, which stage are you at? Where would you like to be?

    Eight steps

    The Eight Steps to Happiness program is designed to make change as easy as possible. 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.

    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.

    Eight people

    For the ground-breaking ABC television series Making Australia Happy, we found eight volunteers and, under the guidance of an elite happiness coaching team, we set out to transform them. Their brains were scanned, their saliva analysed, their bodies exercised and their lives examined in the scientific pursuit of happiness. Our challenge was to radically improve their happiness and well-being over eight weeks and to verify it scientifically.
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    Ben, 26, is the youngest of our volunteers. He loves music and his guitars. But Ben is stuck in a rut and he is desperate to get out of it—he just doesn’t know how to start. When we met him he was struggling with the aftermath of breaking up with his girlfriend. He felt lonely, disconnected and unmotivated. He hated his job. Like many young Australians, he’s massively in debt. Although part of him knows that he has to come to grips with his life, he finds it much easier to go out and party—after all, there’s always tomorrow—and Ben loves to party! Yet not facing up to his responsibilities is taking a toll on him. He feels isolated, lost and dissatisfied. As he sees it, ‘I have never been very good at working out what I want to do next. I’ve never really had any, any goals or anything so … so setting some goals is very important. I definitely need help in making some decisions, setting some goals, even little ones, and doing it. I want to be more assertive or more confident. I’d love to sculpt a life that I want to live instead of just going with the flow.’
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    Natalia is 34 years old. Single and looking for a partner, she really wants to fall in love, get married, have children, and give her life added meaning and direction. Her work as a social worker is stressful. She worries, and is a prisoner of a negative inner monologue that undermines her and colours her self-image and the way she presents herself to the world. ‘I don’t have a partner, and that makes me feel a bit like there’s something wrong with me. I would love to be able to let go of things from the past that are still haunting me, bad experiences that have definitely had an impact on my self-esteem and my ability to trust people. To be able to let that go would be fantastic because I know that harbouring that unhappiness is only doing me harm. I would also like to feel better about myself physically, and be kinder to myself, whether that’s to do with adjusting my expectations on myself or having better coping strategies.’
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    Cade is 34 and lives with Matthew, his de facto partner of nearly eight years, in a small cottage with their beloved dog Callie. Cade is very shy. He becomes highly anxious in social situations, and describes himself as very moody, pessimistic and neurotic. Cade works as an on-air TV program scheduler, a role that—despite sounding artistic and trendy—is repetitive, boring and socially isolating. But there is another side to his life. Cade is extremely creative. Writing, photography, short films and music are his passions, and Cade spends long hours at night making short films and creating photographs. But the only place he feels comfortable displaying his creativity is online. His online creative work was good enough to be spotted and then exhibited by the Moscow Museum of Modern Art in Russia.

    He’d like to make some changes—and he needs to. ‘Being so afraid of social situations severely cripples my life. Life just constantly knocks me down and I get deflated so easily. I hold on to things and stress and worry about them. I would really like to learn how to manage my moods and adopt a happier outlook on life. I’d like to get into a more creative job. I’ve lost so much of my life being unhappy, it would be so wonderful if in the second half of my life I turned that around and really just experienced life and felt all the joy that there is to be felt in the world.’
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    Recently separated from her husband of twelve years, Liz, 35, is a mother trying to adjust to bringing up two young children on her own. Although she loves her kids and loves to laugh, she feels unsatisfied and unfulfilled. She has a part-time job in sales, marketing and administration. Liz still deeply feels the pain of her mother’s death nine years ago. A self-described gym junkie, Liz’s extremely busy life involves perpetually juggling the competing demands of work, home, children and the gym while also trying to have a social life. She feels a real need to stay in control. ‘I’m one of those people who thinks the glass is half empty rather than half full. I tend to look at what’s not right as opposed to what’s right. If I could change my way of thinking maybe I’d be able to open myself up a little bit more to accept that what I have is actually enough. Life can’t go on in a mundane monotonous fashion. I really want to learn some strategies on how to deal with the situations that might normally really rattle me or make me feel sad. I need to know how to move on from the past mistakes and how to have a more positive outlook.’
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    Rebekah is on the eve of her fortieth birthday. As the mother of twin boys younger than three, her life is very busy. Married for twenty years, she is devoted to her husband and children. On the surface life is sweet, albeit hectic and exhausting. She finds escape and some time for herself through her running. Under the happy exterior there are painful issues she has never faced. She had a very unhappy childhood, and is angry at her parents. She pours love and nourishment into her own family while at the same time pining for the nurturing that she had never received herself as a child. Like many people who had a painful childhood, she has pushed it to the back of her mind.

    On one hand she is happy, full of the delights of life, energetic and passionate. But on the other hand she feels she has somehow lost her sense of resilience. Every day seems repetitive. She is ground down and exhausted. She wants to live a richer, more accepting, more meaningful life. ‘I really want to be content, just being and enjoying, not self-examining or thinking about [the past] or catastrophising. I want to be present for my kids, and I want to find a balance so that it’s not all just about them or about me. I want to find that reconnection with my life and myself.’
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    Tony, 42, is happily married with two children and owns a successful real estate agency. He has a keen sense of humour and is good at socialising, telling jokes, making you feel at ease—the life and soul of the party. He loves his family, his dog Dyson and hosting barbeques at home. He lives in a beautiful house with all the comforts of home. But he feels empty inside. The stress of running the business keeps him awake at night tossing and turning, and prompts bouts of dark moods and anger that lead to outbursts of rage—then the inevitable self-recrimination.

    Tony would love things to change, to get rid of the dark empty feelings. He is fed up with his mood swings, his insomnia and his private worries. ‘I get this pain in my chest, a feeling that I am worthless and that my life is meaningless. That’s the scary part. I don’t know what will happen if I don’t do something about it. I would love to change for the sake of my kids and my wife. I hate upsetting my family and close friends. I’m still young and I know that I can do something to feel happy and good about myself again.’
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    Stephen is 51 years old. A former architect married with four children, he now works in sales and marketing for his wife’s family business in architectural glass. He works long hours and puts in a lot of effort. He drives himself hard and is a perfectionist. Stephen struggles with work–life balance and finds it difficult to see how he could reduce his working hours. He keeps himself buoyant, but there’s always so much to do. He’s unsure of his precise goals, but he knows that his life is way out of balance. He wants to be able to make better choices. ‘I’d like to spend more time at home with the kids and be more available to the family, I guess, but I have a commitment at work and I get a lot of satisfaction from that. It’s not more important than my family, but perhaps they perceive it that way. I’d like to be happier and to be happy more often so I can relate more positively to the people around me; I would like to have better understanding of my thought processes and how that affects my happiness, and I would like to learn to prioritise and find a better balance.’
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    Liz K is 63 years old and a retired scientist. She grew up in Scotland but has lived in Marrickville with her partner Nick for thirty-four years. They have two grown-up daughters. Having only recently given up work she is wondering what to do next. She loves her garden, doing Sudoku, reading and helping other people. Liz K is bubbly, talkative, vitally interested in life, politics and people and concerned that, as yet, she has not reached her full potential. She feels that society does not value women of her age, and she is angry about that.

    Liz K holds strong views. She cares about the world deeply. Her concerns keep her awake at night sometimes, worrying about issues like peace in the Middle East and Third World poverty. She wants to help make positive social change, but feels powerless in the face of global politics. ‘I’d hate to think there was nothing ahead, [but] I’m not quite sure how to organise my energies. I think I give over a façade of being much more competent and cool than I feel on the inside. I lack confidence and self-esteem, though I am vastly improved on what I used to be. My head’s a bit too busy, I’m [always] trying to sort out the world. I would love to feel a little bit more comfortable in myself, to get to a level of serenity. That would be a big plus.’

    Our expert team were: coaching psychologist and team leader Dr Anthony (Tony) Grant, director of the Coaching Psychology Unit at Sydney University; Dr Russ Harris, GP, recognised expert in mindfulness and author of The Happiness Trap; and Anna-Louise Bouvier, expert physiotherapist, ABC radio presenter on fitness and Australian Fitness Presenter of the Year.

    With the help of our team, the eight volunteers were ready to make changes, and throughout the book you will find out how they fared while on the program.

    But reading about others is not enough. The Eight Steps to Happiness program is highly experiential and practical. It is designed to help you feel better, be happier and feel more like ‘you’.

    If you are ready to make changes, if you would like to have a bit more happiness in your life, or if you are simply curious about the science of happiness, turn the page and read on.

  


  
    
    Challenging assumptions

    ‘A science of happiness? You must be joking!’ Fifteen years ago this would have been a common response. Today this is no joke. Hard-nosed and sceptical scientists around the world have been getting their teeth into one of the most subjective, contentious and deeply personal facets of human experience: happiness. Once the domain of philosophers or idealistic dreamers, happiness is now being studied by researchers in the areas of psychology, sociology, biology, and more recently neuroscience.

    This new science, commonly called Positive Psychology, aims to discover and promote the factors that allow individuals and communities to thrive and flourish. It is the study of optimal human functioning, of what makes life most worth living—a science of happiness.1 It forms the backbone of this eight-step program and the Making Australia Happy TV series.

    Don’t get us wrong. It’s not that psychology was ‘negative’ before the emergence of Positive Psychology. Although scientists had been researching optimism, resilience, well-being, psychological health, goals and motivation for years, there was no specific discipline aimed at studying the positive aspects of human experience. Because of this, there was no simple way for the average person to come by evidence-based information on happiness. That’s what this book and the Making Australia Happy TV series is all about: taking science out of the lab and putting it into the main street. Making it accessible. For everyone.

    
      Positive Psychology

      In 1998 Martin Seligman, at the beginning of his term of presidency of the American Psychological Association, made the development of Positive Psychology his key initiative for his year in office. In January 2000 a special issue of the flagship journal American Psychologist published a special millennial edition introducing the notion of Positive Psychology. Edited by Professors Martin Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,* key figureheads in the Positive Psychology movement, the edition set out an initial agenda for this new field. Now the field has boomed. In the twelve years from 1998 to 2010 there were 4263 academic psychology articles on happiness cited in the database PsycINFO (the main psychology database) compared to only 2746 in the previous fifty years! The amount of research continues to increase each year.

      * Seligman, M.E. & Csikszentmihalyi, M., ‘Positive psychology: An introduction’, American Psychologist, vol. 55, 2000, pp. 5–14.

    

    Positive Psychology takes a broad perspective—a bigger picture. It looks at optimal functioning at many different levels, including the social, relational, institutional and cultural domains as well as at the personal and biological levels.

    The field also challenges some common assumptions about happiness. For instance, does money really make you happy? Yes, and no!2 The rich are not happier. It turns out that once your fundamental needs are met and you can afford the basics—housing, good food, transport and the like—additional income does little to raise your levels of life satisfaction.3 What about status? In fact well-paid professionals such as lawyers tend to have higher levels of depression, stress and anxiety than blue-collar workers.4 How about work? Everyone complains about work—being at home must be better than working. Again—yes and no. It seems that people experience higher levels of ‘flow’—a positive and very pleasant state of mind whereby people are totally absorbed in the present moment—at work than at home.5 And work provides direction, meaning and purpose that gives many people a real sense of identity.6 Surely sex makes us happy. Well, it’s not quite the cure-all that we might think. One study found that having a bath or a shower was a more preferred way of boosting mood than having sex7—and for many people a bath might be far less complicated!

    One clear finding from the sociological study of happiness is that the social context counts. It really counts. Our networks of family, friends and social connections have a major influence on our well-being.8

    
      Money and happiness

      Although the rich might not be more happy, it turns out that how you spend your money is important. One four-year study found that spending money on purchases designed to create positive experience increased people’s happiness.* The best way was to make a series of small purchases rather than one big one. Go to see a few local bands rather than splurge your money on one top-name music act. Spread these experiences over time. If you want to improve your satisfaction with your health, spend the money on experiences related to fitness, and do the same to other areas of your life. But stay within your budget. Overspending leads to stress and reduces happiness.

      * Zhong, J.Y. & Mitchell, V.-W., ‘A mechanism model of the effect of hedonic product consumption on well-being’, Journal of Consumer Psychology, vol. 20, 2010, pp. 152–62.

    

    But how do individuals become happy? Can we just think ourselves happy? After all, we all have an incessant internal dialogue—a stream of self-talk—that creates meaning about our lives in the form of a narrative that comes complete with characters, storylines and subplot. Can’t we just change the narrative and think ourselves happy?

    Literally thousands of research papers indicate that we really can reduce depression and increase happiness by purposefully changing our thinking patterns.9 And affirmative self-talk that helps us get into the right mindset to begin to work on our goals can improve performance on a wide range of tasks, including problem-solving.10

    Much of the self-help literature would have you believe that just thinking about change will make change happen. Think positive thoughts, and positive things will happen. Think ‘rich’ and you will become rich. Just think happy thoughts and you will become happy. But this is not so. Unrealistic ‘positive thinking’ can do actually do some damage. One study that has major implications for the scientific use of positive thinking found that people with low self-esteem—the very people most in need of a boost—actually felt worse about themselves after repeating so-called positive thinking statements such as ‘I am powerful and strong and nothing in the world can stop me’.11 By contrast, positive self-statements did provide a boost for people with high self-esteem—but the boost was quite small. The researchers suggested that if people with low self-esteem try to use so-called positive thinking to block out negative thoughts, they end up unintentionally reminding themselves that they don’t actually meet the standards they have set themselves.

    Our positive self-talk needs to be realistic. We can’t fool ourselves.

    
      Positive thinking

      One study found that it was far more effective to use moderately positive statements involving specific personal attributes such as ‘I love and care for those around me’ rather than sweeping global statements such as ‘I am a loving person and I warmly embrace the whole of humanity’.* Make it real! Remember, if it sounds too good to be true when you say it, then it probably is!

      * Wood, J.V., Perunovic, W.Q.E. & Lee, J.W., ‘Positive self-statements: Power for some, peril for others’, Psychological Science, vol. 20, 2009, pp. 860–6.

    

    But while we can’t bludgeon ourselves into being always happy and positive, there is one thing that is just as important in making us happy as what we do, feel or think—and that is attention. Focus. It turns out that where and how we place our attention has a profound influence on our happiness.

    Attention is the key

    Attention is the process of focusing our mind on specific aspects of our experience while ignoring other things. Our attention is rather like a radar or spotlight. As we go through our day our attentional radar sweeps the environment picking up clues or signs that might be important to us, and our brains then are programmed to be drawn in to focus on specific factors. This happens automatically. Imagine if we had to stop to think all the time about where we should focus our attention. This automatic attentional mechanism is really useful as it minimises the amount of conscious effort we need to exert. It also has important implications for a science of happiness—and for unhappiness.

    
      Attentional bias

      One study tracked the eye movements of chess players as they tried to solve a chess problem and found that, despite the players explicitly stating that they were looking for alternative solutions, their eyes tended to dwell automatically on the squares and chess pieces involved in the already familiar solution—even though they believed that they were actually looking for new alternatives!*

      * Bilalic, M., McLeod, P. & Gobet, F., ‘The mechanism of the Einstellung (set) effect’, Current Directions in Psychological Science, vol. 19, 2010, pp. 111–15.

    

    It has long been known that people with high levels of anxiety tend to have an attentional bias towards threat;12 that is, anxious people automatically tend to focus on events that might be dangerous or threatening in some way, and they also interpret ambiguous information as being threatening.13 For example, someone with a spider phobia is more likely to quickly spot the word spider among a long list of different words than someone without a spider phobia. And they are more likely to interpret a squiggly drawing as being a spider.

    Our attentional bias can be so strong that, even when looking for a solution, we tend to lock on to the first solution we find, and our mind then directs our attention towards new information that supports our first decision and away from new or inconsistent information. This bias occurs even when we believe that we are looking for alternatives and new ideas.

    Whatever grabs our attention can have an important influence on our well-being. This all happens unconsciously,14 even before we have enough time to make a conscious evaluation or interpretation of the situation, and well before our self-talk begins.

    However, we can make choices that change our attentional biases over time. We can purposefully refocus on things that are going to help us improve our happiness. We can focus our attention on the positive rather than being sucked into the negative. And the more we pay attention to the positive, the more we tend to notice. Attention changes our brains.

    Happiness, mind and brain

    Purposefully paying attention to the world around us by stopping to be aware of everyday experiences is one of the most powerful ways of cultivating a state of well-being. We don’t have to be purely at the mercy of a restless and unruly mind. We can train our minds to focus on the positive by being mindful.

    Mindfulness is a mental state of awareness that helps us live more consciously by opening the senses and focusing attention on the here and now.15 It enables us to reduce the influence and effect of unhelpful thoughts and difficult feelings, and enables us to live with them while fully engaging in the present moment.

    It has taken Western medicine a long time to acknowledge and accept what the Eastern mystics have known for thousands of years—that practising meditation and mindfulness can improve our well-being and even help to reduce physical pain. In scientific studies, mindfulness has been associated with lasting decreases in a variety of stress-related physical symptoms, including chronic pain; significant decreases in anxiety and depression; improved concentration and creativity; improved immune system functioning and decreased symptoms secondary to cancer.16

    Even so, Western scientists were sceptical because they had no way of explaining what was going on in the reported behavioural and clinical effects of mindfulness practice. But in the last five years or so cutting-edge neuroimaging techniques have allowed scientists to look at computer-generated images of how our brains function in real time. Study after study is providing a growing body of objective neurological data that tracks the influence of state of mind on brain activity.17

    
      Meditation

      Research in this area is new. The first study to examine how brief periods of mindfulness meditation can improve specific subcomponents of attention, including the ability to prioritise and manage tasks and goals, the ability to voluntarily focus on specific information and the ability to stay alert to the environment, was published only in 2007. Simulating the workplace environment, volunteers who practised mindfulness meditation completed a range of different tasks at a computer that measured response speeds and accuracy. The results suggest that mindfulness meditation, even as little as thirty minutes daily, can improve attention and focus for those with heavy demands on their time and attention.*

      * Amishi, P., Jha, J.K. & Baim, M., ‘Mindfulness training modifies subsystems of attention’, Cognitive, Affective and Behavioral Neuroscience, vol. 7, 2007, pp. 109–19.

    

    Brain imaging is giving us a ‘view from the inside’ on how and why mindfulness and other aspects of positive psychology work. We can now see which areas of the brain ‘light up’ when doing particular activities. For example, we now know that altruism triggers the same reward circuits in the brain as pleasurable activities like sweets or positive social contact.18

    By scanning the brains of Buddhist monks who have individually clocked up tens of thousands of hours of meditation practice, scientists have shown that as a direct result of their meditation there is an altered pattern of brain activity in the part of the brain associated with regulating emotion.19 Since those first experiments in 2004, there is now sufficient evidence to demonstrate that meditation is a unique state—distinct from resting states—and that it appears to promote long-term structural and functional changes in brain regions important for performing clinically relevant functions.20

    Although tens of thousands of hours of meditation might be far more than most people can aspire to, recent research shows that we don’t have to dedicate our lives to meditation in order to reap the benefits. Even as little as thirty minutes daily may improve attention and focus for those with heavy demands on their time and attention.21 And it need not take long to learn these skills. Four days of training for only twenty minutes each day has been shown to significantly improve critical thinking skills and performance over a wide range of cognitive tests.22

    So, if you want to make positive change, the research shows that it can be done. We have choice. We can change our thinking. We can train our brains. We can fine-tune our focus, and we can develop more positive and rewarding attentional habits.

    Let’s get started.

  


  
    
    Making changes

    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 constitutes 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.
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