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What Affects It?
Myths, Boosters, and Downers
“Just get over it.“
‐‐Frustrated Psychiatrist to Resistant Patient

Guide to this chapter:
•
•
•

The Myths of Happiness—What is Thought to Affect It But has No (or Brief) Impact
Happiness Boosters—What is Known to Increase Happiness
Happiness Downers—What is Known to Decrease Happiness

This chapter must be understood in the following manner: One’s natural set point for happi‐
ness, whether higher or lower, cannot be permanently affected by any of the factors mentioned
herein. One can increase one’s experienced happiness by adding a “booster” activity, just like one can
increase one’s height by wearing elevator shoes. But discontinue the activity (or remove the shoes) and
the effect is gone. In other words, the degree to which one feels happy is a combination of one’s set
point plus one’s circumstances and one’s choices. You can sometimes change the circumstances (like
being born in Lower Slobovia—e.g., you can move to Upper Slobovia) and you can change most of your
choices (oops, wrong church for me—think I’ll find another), but you can’t change your set point (with‐
out surgery and/or a lifetime of neuropharmaceuticals). So one’s task, as I see it, is to know who you
are (defined in Chapter 3) and to arrange your circumstances and make your choices in a way that is
compatible with who you are.
The effect on mood of activities, choices, and circumstances listed in this chapter will be pretty
much true regardless of who you are. For example, having quality relationships is good for you regard‐
less of your personality or set point, and being isolated is bad for you regardless of the levels of your
personality traits or your set point. Towards the end of this book, in Chapter 11 to be precise, I will pre‐
sent several dozen “adjustors” (actually 119!) that can make your life more or less satisfying. These
adjustors depend more on your particular personality as to whether or not they might affect your qual‐
ity of life. For example, I will suggest that you might consider the balance in your life between the two
extremes of being a Participant versus being an Observer, as in watching sports, drama, or television
cooking shows versus playing a sport, acting in a drama, or cooking from scratch. For instance, a person
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with a high activity level (what we call the trait E3) might realize sedentary activities have become too
predominant; so the person changes to more active pursuits such as coaching or playing in a sports
league. Or the active side of life might have crowded out time for necessary, and even satisfying, sed‐
entary pursuits such as writing or reading. On the other hand, a person with a low activity level might
feel overcommitted to active pursuits and would benefit from “weeding the garden”—eliminating one
or more activities that require being up and about. Or, feeling too sedentary, the person might re‐
balance life by adding a moderately active pursuit, such as executing some new food preparation.
So, in the three sections that follow, we present:
•

Myths—choices or circumstances that people have assumed to affect happiness
levels but that in fact don’t, at least not more than briefly;

•

Boosters—choices or circumstances that will elevate your mood, but that are not
permanent. However, unlike myths, it is not that their effect is short‐lived, but
their effect needs renewal. Helping your neighbor makes you feel better, but you
need to keep up the helping in order to continue the benefit;

•

Downers—choices or circumstances that will lower your mood, but that are not
permanent. The most significant depressive effect of living in a malevolent dicta‐
torship lasts only so long as one lives under the malevolent dictator, with the
possibility, and hope, that things will change for the better eventually.

The positive or negative effect of any of the boosters or downers could in fact become permanent if
one could find a way to make the booster continue without ceasing, or to make the downer disappear
without returning.

The Myths of Happiness—What is Thought to Affect It But has No (or Brief) Impact
Much of the research that has exposed these beliefs as myths is based on the concept of the
“hedonic treadmill.” Imagine a treadmill: You begin walking on it with no elevation. Just as you become
adjusted to it, the elevation increases more and more until you reach a point of maximum exertion
(220 beats per minute minus your age). Then you step off of the treadmill
and your heartbeat returns to its former level of around 72. Psychologists
have used this process as a metaphor for what happens with the effects that
some events have on one’s happiness level. This is true, for example, with
income: One gets a raise and feels a boost in happiness, only for the boost
to evaporate, such that another raise becomes necessary to feel the boost
again, and so on and on. Derek Bok (2010, loc. 176), says it this way: “As in‐
comes rise, people soon grow used to their higher standard of living and feel
they need even more money to lead a good life.” Excitements continually re‐
turn to their resting rate.
What is happening here is a series of events that we call “accommodating to a stimulus.” At
first, hearing the low hum of a room air conditioner may interfere with your attention, as in making it
difficult to read or go to sleep. However, before too long, you accommodate to the low hum, such that
you no longer hear it, and your mind slips into focusing its attention on reading or sleep. The hedonic
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treadmill is a series of these accommodations: normal day → good news → ela on → back to normal
day. In Figure 2.0, the set point for an individual is moderate, perhaps based on mid‐range levels of
both positive and negative emotions. Let us say that this individual begins life in poverty, such that an
extremely low level of income is accompanied by a level of happiness that is somewhat lower than the
set point. Not extremely low, but low enough to be under what might be normal. And, this depression
Figure 2.0
The Hedonic Treadmill (over time, increases in income lead to a bump in happiness
only to return to previous levels)
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of mood is temporary, able to be lifted upon rising from poverty. According to research at Princeton
University’s Center for Health and Wellness, when a person achieves a household income of $75,000
(or $45,000 for a single earner; in 2011 U.S. dollars), lack of income no longer affects happiness. Of
course, this exact income level will vary from region to region, country to country, based on local condi‐
tions. Subsequent increases in income, represented by a series of pay raises, cause a slight increase
above one’s happiness set point, only to evaporate. Each successive pay raise is accompanied by a brief
rise and quick fall in happiness. Below this $75,000 (or $45,000), the set point is adversely, and continu‐
ally, affected, until $75,000 (or $45,000) is reached. Increases after that are accompanied by positive
blips that just don’t stick. Carol Graham (2010, loc. 1408) cites research that pegs these blips from sal‐
ary increase as lasting one year at the most, as compared to status increases, the positive effects of
which last up to five years. (See discussion at Boosters/Status.)
Many of the myths that researchers have identified exhibit this pattern. The 15 myths most
commonly referred to are, in alphabetical order1:

1

More information on many of the myths, as well as many of the boosters, is available in Myers
(1992).
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•
•
•
•
•

Crippling accidents
Eating out
Education level
Income
Insight

•
•
•
•
•

Kids
Lotteries
Movies
Moving
New whatsit

•
•
•
•
•

Positive thinking
Spectator whatsit
Television
Vacation home
Variety

I will briefly explain each myth. First, I want to be clear on one thing: These 15 “myths” are myths in the
sense that they are thought by many to have a more permanent effect on mood, while in fact they
don’t. On the other hand, they do have a temporary, and in some cases fleeting, effect.
University of California, Riverside psychology professor Sonya Lyubomirsky (2008) has written
about what she dubs the 40% solution (in reference, perhaps to Sherlock Holmes’ seven percent solu‐
tion (cocaine). She estimates that 50% of one’s happiness quotient is determined by genes, 10% by
one’s circumstances, and the remaining 40% determined by one’s choices. That is a rather precise con‐
clusion, but for the moment we’ll interpret it with some liberality. I propose we paraphrase her formula
this way: Genes play the primary role in establishing our natural‐born levels of positive and negative
emotions (more about this in Chapter 3), and the circumstances of our birth and subsequent life history
play a small role. But the decisions we make, both small (whether to buy a new item) and large
(whether to build a vacation home), have a strong role in affecting our happiness levels. The difference,
however, is that we basically can’t change genetics very much, and we can’t change our circumstances
typically without significant cost, effort, or inconvenience. However, our choices—and I would add that
one of our choices is to try and change our circumstances—are up for renewal, for the most part, on a
daily basis. Because only one of the myths involves a circumstance (crippling accidents), I do not divide
the 15 myths into the two categories of choice and circumstance. However, when we get to boosters
and downers, so many are listed that I felt it would help to sort them into the two decks of choice and
circumstance.
Crippling accidents. As with events that have a moderately positive yet brief impact on mood, such
as eating out or seeing a movie, unpleasant events, even major events like a crippling accident, have
only a temporary negative effect on mood. Persons disabled by accidents tend to return to their prior
levels of happiness in relatively short order, with the exact required amount of time being different ac‐
cording to the individual and the circumstances.
Eating out. The pleasure of eating out is short‐lived. Unless, that is, you make an experience of it.
Take friends, grandchildren, and others with whom you wish to develop quality relationships, and the
imprinted subject of the interaction will be more memorable than the vanishing taste of the food. We
recently went to eat Thai cuisine with our grandchildren and their parents, and my grandson Liam’s rec‐
itation of the 44 presidents of the U.S. glows in our proud memory while I have no idea what we
ordered nor how it tasted. I’m sure it was good, but Liam was better! One theme that will emerge from
this book is that, as a general rule, active experiences provide more, and longer lasting, mood elevation
than passive events, e.g., getting together with friends to read through a play together, with each
friend reading one or more parts, rather than getting together to watch a movie (or sporting event).
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Education level. Obtaining years of education is not a matter of “the more the better” with respect
to happiness. Research does indeed indicate that having an undergraduate degree is a boost to well‐
being. Having an undergraduate degree is a giant step towards more personal choice with respect to
career, marriage, and other major life choices. However, to complete years or degrees beyond the un‐
dergraduate level provides no added boost in mood. In fact, the more educated one is beyond the
undergraduate level, the more one is likely to become a critical thinker who sees flaws where the less
educated see perfection. To be highly educated in this sense is to become keenly aware of life’s flaws
and shortcomings.
Income. As described earlier, increases in household income elevate mood until $75,000 is
reached (or, $40,000 for single earners). Increases beyond this level do not affect day‐to‐day mood, but
they do cause one to feel that one’s quality of life is better. One feels more successful with further in‐
creases in income, but not happier. Earning below this $75,000 (or $45,000) threshold adversely affects
one’s set point, but earning above it does not positively affect it. It has no more effect, that is, than the
momentary “Yes!” with accompanying raised fist or high five that soon gives way to one’s accustomed
mood level. Excellent analyses of the effect of income are available in Bok (2010), Csikszentmihalyi
(1999), and Graham (2010). Over time, increases in income on the national level have the same effect.
While nations such as the U.S. have shown dramatic increases in personal wealth, the number of citi‐
zens declaring themselves “very happy,” “pretty happy,” or “not too happy” has remained stable over
the half century in which data have been collected. (Bok, 2010, loc. 166)
In his watershed study, University of Southern California economist Richard Easterlin (1974) uncov‐
ered an apparent contradiction that has come to be known as the Easterlin paradox. According to his,
and others’, results, even though more well‐to‐do people in a specific country are happier on average
than their lesser off citizens, when comparing average levels of income and happiness between differ‐
ent countries one finds no relationship between national increases in mean income and mean
happiness levels. Perhaps the recent finding that there is a point beyond which increases in income are
not accompanied by increases in happiness finally explains Easterlin’s “paradox.”
While the fact that mood improvement stops at a certain income level may explain the Easterlin
paradox, it does not explain the cap on mood improvement itself. Graham, Diener, Bok, and others ex‐
plain the cap by reference to the hedonic treadmill. Namely, removal of an income deficit improves
mood, but aspiring to more than “enough” is a never‐ending feeding frenzy. While attaining more than
one “needs” doesn’t improve mood, it does improve one’s standard or quality of living. Ed Diener and
others call this subjective well‐being (happiness, or smiling) versus objective well‐being (satisfaction
with life in general, or material comfort, or feeling successful).
Note: It should be said that knowing that the acquisition of more income won’t increase happiness
should not necessarily put a damper on pursuing more income. Without the advances made by those
thirsty for growth, whether material, intellectual, or otherwise, we would be without vacuum cleaners
and airplanes. Discontent breeds invention. We just need to realize that the goal of increased income
should not be based on expected increase in our personal happiness. For some, knowing how much is
enough is a reason to stop going after increases in income and pursuing other goals that may be more
satisfying, while for others, knowing how much is enough may be an unsought‐after damper on finan‐
cial achievement. See discussion at Boosters/Status.
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Insight. Insight‐oriented therapies are based on the assumption that understanding the cause of
one’s anxiety, depression, or other uncomfortable feelings will lead to a more comfortable state. Re‐
search says the opposite. Psychiatrist Richard Friedman reported in the January 18, 2011, The New York
Times Digest on his review of over 100 studies that attempted to tease out whether either traditional
insight‐oriented therapy or the more current cognitive‐behavioral therapy had an advantage over the
other. Insight therapy attempts to identify the cause of one’s depression or other discomfort, while
cognitive therapy attempts to correct or reframe self‐defeating scripts and thought processes. In as‐
sessing two possible criteria for success in therapy—feeling happier and/or feeling less pain—he found
that both therapies made patients feel better, but that insight therapy can on occasion increase one’s
suffering, as in intensifying a depressive patient’s already strong tendency to recall unpleasant memo‐
ries more easily than pleasant memories—a selection bias, as it were. Friedman identified the common
element in both therapeutic approaches as the positive, nurturing bond that patient and therapist es‐
tablish. Friedman comes down on the side that insight‐oriented therapy too often adds to misery, with
the sole advantage of alleviating the sufferer’s wondering why they are miserable. Certainly, that
knowledge is valuable, but it is not intrinsically associated with being happy. Hence, the focus of this
book on alternatives to happiness.
Social psychologists Timothy Wilson (University of Virginia) and Jonathan Schooler (University of
California—Santa Barbara) report (1991) that having depressed patients recall and dwell on unpleasant
early memories tends to strengthen their neural networks, thus exacerbating their already excessive
tendency to ruminate. Distracting such patients served to reduce their gloom and improve their prob‐
lem‐solving ability, while asking them to ruminate on unpleasant memories tended to increase gloom
and thwart their problem‐solving.
Kids. Derek Bok (2010) summarizes the research on the effect of children in a marriage by conclud‐
ing that having kids is normally accompanied by higher levels of stress, tension, and depression than is
reported by those who decide not to have children. Research
shows that the typical awake baby requires some kind of adult
“Happiness is having a
assistance three times a minute, that their mothers suffer on
large, loving, caring, closeaverage 700 hours of sleep deprivation during the first year of
knit family in another city.”
the baby’s life, that the level of satisfaction with one’s marriage
drops on average 70% during that time, and that the mother’s
--George Burns, U.S. hurisk for depression doubles (Brooks, 2011). The mood dip be‐
(1896-1996)
morist
gins after the first childbirth, with parents normally returning
to pre‐childbirth levels once the children leave home. As is the
case with many human activities, stress, tension, and difficul‐
ties are not a reason to forswear the endeavor. Without our willingness to accept struggles along the
way, there would be little progress, let alone survival. But I think it is important to mention this finding
in order to keep in mind that raising kids is not a stroll in the park. Parents who opt to have kids as a
way of improving their relationship are apt to be in for a disappointment.
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I have not seen whether or not parents who live with more of a support network experience any
less stress—living in a commune or kibbutz, having in‐house grandparents or other live‐in helpers, or
having close friends and family living nearby who can help at a moment’s notice.
Lotteries. To put it simply, winning lotteries is like brushing your teeth, but on a larger scale. Even
though many people dream of winning the lottery in hopes of a life of happiness, what they actually
win is a pile of money that provides a temporary euphoria that only subsides to the way things were
before the winning. Brush your teeth and you feel all sparkly for a while, but soon you need to brush
again to avoid being where you were, mouth‐wise. Similar to crippling accidents, lottery winners expe‐
rience a temporary upward blip in mood that within a few months returns to one’s set point. (Brickman,
Coates, & Janoff‐Bulman, 1978)

Movies. Movies are like television in their ephemeral impact (see entry below on Television). The
more movies, the merrier—not! But just as with TV, if one watches the movie as part of a larger experi‐
ence, such as a film discussion group or an evening with a friend where the movie is discussed over
dinner, an effect is more likely. To watch a movie alone with no before, with, or after is not a mood‐
elevating event, at least not for long. But if it is part of a discussion, it becomes educational, which is
satisfying if not titillating. And, if it involves seeing and discussing with a good friend, it becomes a rela‐
tionship‐building tool. I’ve only watched one movie multiple times—The Sound of Music. Each time it
has been with one or both of our daughters. When they were in elementary and high school, we must
have seen it a dozen times. Now, when we're together for the holidays, viewing Maria, Captain, and
company is part of the tradition. Its characters, songs, lines, and issues also have peppered our conver‐
sations over the years.
Measures of mood elevation for movies and television are similar to those for dining at a restau‐
rant or observing a sporting event. They consistently fail to compare favorably with the mood elevation
achieved by gardening, exercising or playing sports. (Bok, 2010, loc. 347) Part of the ephemeral effect
of the first four, it seems to me, is their essential passivity. As will be seen in Chapter 11, the balance of
active versus passive activities in one’s life can affect one’s sense of well‐being. It is like the difference
between making and buying, between throwing a pot or playing a piano versus buying a ready‐made
pot or .mp3 file.
Moving. Bok (2010) reports that happiness research finds no measurable, lasting improvement in
well‐being as the result of moving to a more temperate climate. Again, a short‐lived improvement in
mood may accompany a move from, say, the frozen tundra of Fargo to the balmy surf of Malibu. “Isn’t
this bliss?” one may exult to one’s partner while gazing into the Pacific from the new balcony. But one’s
set point reasserts itself in the den while paying bills or vacuuming. Clearly exceptions occur. But it is
unlikely that the move, in‐and‐of itself, will cause lasting mood improvement. Other factors come into
play: commute time, congestion, neighbors, government quality, employment conditions, and the like.
Unless one is able to control a long list of mood influencers, the move alone is unlikely to entail lasting
bliss. I am reminded of my wife’s father. His mood improved after moving from the deep South to Char‐
lotte, NC, only to vanish when he learned that his lifelong religious group had no convenient places of
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worship nearby. Quality of life is a system, and change in one part of the system often entails changes
in other parts of the system. These unintended changes may be welcome or unwelcome.
New whatsit. Materialism, or the accumulation of things, especially at the expense of the accumu‐
lation and cultivation of ideas, experiences, friends, and family, produces an effect on happiness much
like the accumulation of wealth. Once a new possession comes on board, the urge for a next comes on
deck. Three attitudes towards material things can soften this pattern: first, savor each unpossessed
item for quite some time before acquiring it (e.g., study it, do research, comparison shop, and so forth),
second, acquire it only for its own sake (i.e., not for the purpose of “keeping up with the Joneses”), and
third prefer things that enable experiences (e.g., a tackle kit for fishing with a grandchild, or a book to
discuss with friends). Bok (2010) comments that people “tend to focus too much on their initial re‐
sponse to changes in their daily lives and overlook how soon the pleasure of a new car or a pay raise or
a move to warmer climes will disappear and leave them no happier than before.” (loc. 3419)
The least materialistic person I’ve known was a fellow undergraduate—Knox Abernethy, a religion/phi‐
losophy major. The study area in Knox’s dormitory room at Davidson College had two bookshelves. One
was bare, the other containing only 16 books. Of these, six were required textbooks for current
courses. The other ten were a reflection of his self‐discipline, of his ardent desire to resist the unneces‐
sary accumulation of material possessions. He explained: “I love books and reading them, and I could
easily surround myself with thousands of volumes. However, I have committed to a lifetime ownership
of only ten books. These are the ten that I most treasure at any given time—the ones that I want to be
able to pick up and read at the moment. If I develop a strong urge to add another volume to my set of
ten, first I must choose one to be replaced and give it away.” Knox is now Fr. (Father) Ioannikios, hier‐
omonk at the Holy Monastery of Sts. Cyprian and Justina. I understand from a colleague that Knox’s
room no longer has the ten volumes, just bare walls. Personal austerity. But then, there’s always the
library
Joe Cherepon, a friend and colleague, wrote me once about an anecdote about Joseph Heller, the
late author famous for one novel, Catch 22. Joe wrote:
According to the story, Heller was at a glitzy Long Island party, and one of the guests, a wealthy Wall Street
executive, boasted to him that “I probably make more money in a week than you’ve made with all the books
you’ve written.” Heller is said to have responded, “That may be true, but I have something that you’ll never
have…. I have enough.”

Eric Wilson (2008) has identified the particularly American desire to accumulate possessions as
having roots in the English philosopher John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690). Locke
wrote that each person has the right to “life, liberty, and property.” Thus, the U.S. Constitution’s core
declaration of the right to life, liberty, and happiness. This helps to define what the founding fathers
meant by the right to happiness. Or, Ben Franklin put it: The true road to earthly joy is through the ac‐
cumulation of stuff.” (p. 13) Perhaps we should rewrite the constitution: life, liberty, and stuff! See a
related discussion on Spending on Experiences under Boosters/Choice.
Positive thinking. Finding value in misery has achieved something like cult status. However, Bar‐
bara Ehrenreich (2009) has exposed this highly touted approach as empty at best and malicious at
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worst in her volume Bright‐Sided: How the Relentless Promotion of Positive Thinking Has Undermined
America. And other countries as well, I might add. The source of the positive thinking movement was
David Spiegel, a Stanford University psychiatry professor who proposed that cancer patients join sup‐
port groups and dwell on the benefits of life‐threatening illness as a way of curing their cancers.
Ehrenreich writes:
In the nineties, studies began to roll in refuting Spiegel’s 1989 work on the curative value of sup‐
port groups. The amazing survival rates or women in Spiegel’s first study turned out to be a fluke. Then,
in the May 2007 issue of Psychological Bulletin, James Coyne and two coauthors published the results
of a systematic review of all the literature on the supposed effects of psychotherapy on cancer. The
idea was that psychotherapy, like a support group, should help the patient improve her mood and de‐
crease her level of stress. But Coyne and his coauthors found the existing literature full of “endemic
problems.” In fact, there seemed to be no positive effect of therapy at all. A few months later, a team
led by David Spiegel himself reported in the journal Cancer that support groups conferred no survival
advantage after all, effectively contradicting his earlier finding. Psychotherapy and support groups
might improve one’s mood, but they did nothing to overcome cancer. (p. 97) Part of the problem with
Spiegel’s approach is that support groups don’t necessarily contain meaningful relationships, just other
random people.
Ehrenreich takes on much more than breast cancer support groups, citing many studies that iden‐
tify the stressful effects of forcing oneself to submerge negative feelings and only expressing positive
ones. Essentially, such radical positive thinking has the effect of embracing the status quo. Everything is
ok, nothing is wrong, this is the best of all possible worlds. Dr. Pangloss in the 21st century. Voltaire
would likely have a violent reaction to some of the questions and affirmations that are used in “happi‐
ness” questionnaires and evaluations:
In most ways my life is close to my ideal.
The conditions of my life are excellent.
I am satisfied with my life.
So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.
If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.

Ehrenreich, rightly in my opinion, observes that affirming these questionnaire items is tantamount
to being either ignorant of or indifferent towards threats to one’s welfare: climate change, dramatic
income inequalities, ideologues attempting to control our options, organizations dear to us that are on
the verge of financial collapse, coal ash in our water supply, poor air quality threatening the viability of
our respiratory systems, loved ones in need of support (dare I mention an NFL team with a losing
streak?).
No, I am not satisfied with my life, it is far from my ideal, I would change much on my second go
‘round, and many important things I want from life are still out of my reach (at the moment). I am not a
grouse, nor am I am Pollyanna. I want more. I want language fluency, and I am willing to work for it. I
want to master the Vivaldi piccolo concerto that profoundly deaf Evelyn Glennie shamed me with dur‐
ing her recent performance. I want to read, digest, and share so many books that my eyes ache at the
prospect. I want to extirpate the prostate cancer that threatens to cut life short.
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When the positive thinkers create websites that urge folks to “Get rid of the negative people in
your life,” they are asking us to get rid of people with consciences, people with ideas, people with no‐
ble discontent. Without pessimists, bridges would be weaker. With only optimists, details would be
lost. We need the creative tension of positive and negative. Certainly excessive negativity, like exces‐
sive positivity, is toxic. Like William Butler Yeats’ phrase (from the poem “Sailing to Byzantium”) we
must “perne in a gyre,” must balance forces as a gyroscope spinning on a string, careful not to get too
close to either extreme lest we fall.
Spectator you‐name‐it. Watching a game, play, concert, event, demonstration, ballet, jousting
contest, and other “spectator sports” is just not the same as performing in them. That is not to say that
spectating is not worthy—just that the enjoyment felt in spectating is short‐lived. Performers need
spectators, to be sure. But in fact you don’t have to have an audience to perform. I’ve spent hours of
my life playing various musical instruments, singing madrigals and motets, improvising with Jane (I play
recorder, she sings) on the patio on Lake Sequoia, but I don’t need an audience for the music‐making to
be satisfying. In fact, once Jane and I were improvising close to dusk on the patio by the lake, and sev‐
eral canoes made their way to a spot under a shady oak and just rested there, paddles up, listening,
politely clapping, then on their way. Yes, audiences are not necessary, but are nice on occasion. Now
for professionals, that is another matter! I am not suggesting here that one curtail one’s spectating,
only that one considers balancing time spent spectating with time spent “performing.” Doing trumps
watching doers.
Television. The number of hours spent watching television essentially has zero effect on mood lev‐
els. Worriers will not worry less as the result of TV watching. Sadness will not be lifted by watching the
tube (oops, the LCD! Or, according to the Urban Dictionary, electronic valium). Smiles will not last much
beyond an episode of The Office. Such viewings are no different from downing a candy bar or a beer.
Brief titillations. Why watch, then? Just as savoring food or drink will increase its pleasure, so savoring
TV will enhance its mood boost. For example, to the degree that television is watched with a friend or
family member, and to the degree that you (and they) are students of the programs’ contents, and to
the degree that you and your friend/family have frequent dialog around the issues treated, then the TV
watching in fact becomes a relationship building experience and not a thing in itself. For example,
when Jane and I watch a drama on television, we frequently pause the action and look up background
information via Google or our home library. This makes the viewing more of an interactive experience.
Much of the research on television watching involves dramas, reality shows, and the like. Little re‐
search focuses on education via television. Remaining knowledgeable of current events and issues is
intrinsically satisfying, if not felicitous. To be able to converse about environmental threats in one’s
hometown is the obligation of a citizen, and to be caught unawares can be somewhat depressing. So
whether through television, radio, print media, or lunchtime exchange, acquisition of knowledge is sat‐
isfying, if not gleeful.
Vacation home. Persons with vacation homes tend to report no higher levels of happiness than
those without. This is one of those hedonic treadmill phenomena where the boost in mood is short‐
lived. Having a vacation home introduces a new set of potential worries, in addition to its pleasures. In
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fact, those who vacation on a pay‐as‐you‐go basis (trips, hotels, resorts, rental cottages, and the like)
get most of the benefits with few of the concerns. My wife and I dreamed for many years of a vacation
home in the mountains, only to be eventually dissuaded by the realities of knowing that we would have
to deal with the maintenance and other details. We decided to keep it simple.
Variety. Behavioral economists have taken great delight in uncovering the dark side of variety.
Give a person no choice and they’re displeased. Give a person moderate choices, and they are pleased.
Give a person a plethora of choices, and they are stressed. Clearly, some persons are less stressed by a
large number of choices. On average, however, abundance of choice entails no happiness advantage.
The truth be known, I’ve come to distrust restaurants that offer longer menus—how could they possi‐
bly make that many dishes that well? Let’s prefer less choice, higher quality, whether from greater
practice, higher concentration, or more time spent in preparation.
Happiness Boosters—What is Known to Increase Happiness
Each of the 63 boosters identified in this section has a measura‐
ble effect on mood. The positive effect may last for days or for years, but
the effect is real. Some are more complicated than others. For example,
exercise has both a momentary and a cumulative effect: You feel a boost
in mood immediately after exercising soon wears off, but the cumulative
effect of regular exercise also has a positive effect that is longer lasting.
That said, there is a disturbing problem with interpreting happi‐
ness research. I know that you have read elsewhere that “correlation is
not the same as causation.” This phrase serves as a warning that, just be‐
cause two things tend to occur together, that does not necessarily mean
that one causes the other. They could in fact be unrelated, or either could cause the other. For exam‐
ple, just because shark attacks and ice cream consumption at the beach are correlated, that does not
mean that the two have a causal relationship. There could be, and is, a third factor that relates to both
and in fact causes both—hot weather. Hot weather increases the number of swimmers (hence the
number of shark attacks) and also causes a stronger desire for ice cream (and other cold, wet treats).
Similarly, the fact that happiness levels and income levels are correlated does not identify the
direction in which the cause might occur. Happier people may have higher income levels because
happy people are by nature more ambitious and more successful at revenue generation. On the other
hand, success at revenue generation might make people happier. These are classic chicken‐and‐egg
questions: Which of the two correlated states precedes the other? With happiness and marriage corre‐
lated, is that because happier people are more likely to get married, or because marriage makes them
happier? With happiness and an active sex life correlated, is that because happier people are more
likely to embark on an active sex life, or because a more active sex life makes one happier? Derek Bok
(2010, loc. 246) reports on a piece of research that compared first‐year college students' self‐reported
happiness of and their incomes 20 years later. The happier students were making on average 30% more
than the less happy. In this case, the correlation of happiness and income does clarify that happiness
preceded income.
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In the relationships reported in this chapter, not all have data as clear as this to back them up.
So, exercise caution in interpretation. In the case of the college study just cited, clearly other factors
are at work. For example, many happy people are also optimistic, and optimistic people, as a rule, are
more likely to be interested in managerial and sales roles, both of which are associated with higher in‐
come levels. I should note that the first‐year students' socioeconomic standing was not reported; so it
is possible that the happier frosh were also from more prosperous families. There, I’ve muddied the
water again!
I have divided the list of happiness boosters into two sections: those that are more a matter of
choice and those that are more circumstantial. For example, gardening appears in the “choice” group,
but certainly one’s circumstances could affect it (e.g., living in a high rise). And, government respon‐
siveness is in the “circumstantial” group, but certainly one could become engaged in trying to change
the level of government’s responsiveness. Consider Tarek al‐Tayyib
Muhammad ibn Bouazizi, the Tunisian street vendor whose stock was
“Happiness is in your
choices.”
confiscated by the Tunisian government. On December 1, 2010, he
--Starbucks slogan
protested with the ultimate act of self‐immolation. This is seen by
many as the spark that began the successful regime change in his
country and spread to what we now refer to as the Arab Spring.
Fortunately, choices for happiness (45) outnumber circumstances (20). Again, the division be‐
tween choices and circumstances are not black‐white. With most circumstances, there is a degree of
choice, and with most choices there is a degree of circumstantial constraint.

Choice:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Affairs
Alcohol moderation
Anticipating purchases
Anticipation of good stuff
Attendance of club or other group meetings
Being busy
Being Republican
Buying for the thing itself
Charitable acts
Child care
College/undergrad degree
Conversation
Eating
Exercising
Experiences
Extrinsic rewards for algorithmic tasks
Gardening
Generativity
Gratitude
Health (perceived)
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Meditating/praying
Music listening
Optimism
Pets
Playing with children
Political involvement
Pro‐market attitude
Reading
Recreational sports
Relationships
Religion/Faith
Self‐employment
Sex
Shopping
Socializing
Spending for experiences
Spending on equipment for experiences
Spending on others
Taking a walk
Touch

Myths, Boosters, and Downers
•
•
•

Intrinsic motives
Marriage
Meals with family/friends

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aging (approaching seniority)
Beauty
Democracy
Employment
Environmental conditions
Feeling safe
Financial freedom
Government efficiency
Government responsiveness
Government trustworthiness

•
•

Transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS)
Volunteering

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Law‐abiding/Law enforcement
Minimal corruption/violence
Personal freedom
Retirement
Status increase
Temperate climate
Tolerance of minorities
Trust
Trust in management
Trust in public officials

Circumstance:

Choice:
Affairs. I apologize for leading out with this one. In this case, it is all about alphabetization! Extra‐
marital (or extra‐relationship) affairs are a boost in mood for the ones having the affair. They represent
novelty, affirmation, adventure, escape, and perhaps even a means to an end. This there is no denying.
However, that does not overcome the moral, legal, and spiritual morass that affairs incur.
Alcohol moderation. Abstention from drinking alcohol (teetotaling) and excessive drinking are both as‐
sociated with lower levels of happiness than is moderate alcohol consumption. The most common
explanation of moderate drinking's effects (cf. Graham, 2010, loc. 1035) is that people are known to
drink more when with others than when alone. Hence, it is not necessarily the drinking itself that is
making folks happier, but the social life, the relationships. Alcohol has often been called a social “lubri‐
cant,” a relaxing chemical that tends to make conversation more free‐flowing. It is also interesting to
note that married people tend to drink more than unmarried, a fact that supports the drinking/socializ‐
ing association. (Excessive drinking can be a social lubricant in groups that require heavy drinking. But
overall, the physical and psychological damage from excessive drinking outweighs any perceived bene‐
fits.)
Anticipating purchases. One may prolong the positive impact of a purchase by engaging in a long
prelude. Wait to make the purchase until you just can’t stand it any longer, and then wait a while
longer. By protracting the wait before making the purchase, three things could happen: You benefit
from the anticipation, you appreciate the purchase all the more from having waited so long, and you
even decide that you can live without it!
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Anticipation of good stuff. Similar to anticipating purchases, one experiences a boost in mood
while anticipating an event that is sure to be joyful. Examples are a long marital engagement, the re‐
turn of a loved one after a prolonged absence, or a trip to the big city (or beach, mountains) planned
for some time in the future. In one sense, this is like having a “bucket list,” a popular trend since Rob
Reiner’s 2007 film had Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman playing two old men escaped from a can‐
cer ward and dead‐set on having some experiences they had been hoping to have before they died.
Hence, the bucket list, or things you/I would like to do before we kick the bucket. This is anticipation of
good stuff at its best. Some items on my bucket list: camping at Puget Sound, mastering Vivaldi’s Con‐
certo in C for Flauto Dolce, building a screened‐in patio porch with overhead fan in my backyard,
writing a novel based on my consulting experiences, cooking a successful cassoulet (the cheese topping
is never hard enough), and so forth. What’s on yours? Remember: emphasize experiences, not posses‐
sions (though possessions can facilitate some experiences).
Attendance of club or other group meetings. Derek Bok (2010, loc. 397) comments that going to
monthly meetings of a club or other organization, or volunteering one time every month, provides a
boost in reported happiness equivalent to doubling one’s income. What is nice about this is that, it is
highly unlikely that one can double one’s income monthly, one can certainly attend or volunteer once
monthly. Bok concedes that it may be that Happers are the ones going to the meetings. However, he
concludes that causality in this case runs both ways: Happy people are more likely to volunteer and at‐
tend meetings, but the acts of volunteering and attending are also likely to boost one’s mood.
Being busy. This one is tricky. Clearly idleness is the devil’s workshop, in that time on one’s hands
is an invitation to both mischief and depression. But being busy has many different faces. To some, it
looks like flitting from one appointment to another, from the neighborhood walking/jogging group at
6:30 a.m. to the family conference call at 10:00 p.m., with soccer practices, business lunches, and so
forth in between. The more events, the merrier. However, to some of us, being busy can be waking up
to a good book and going to bed still reading the same good book. What both have in common is the
fact that one is meaningfully engaged throughout one’s waking hours, regardless of the number and
duration of the engagements. Hans Selye, the McGill University psychologist who made stress famous,
captured these contrasting modes with his parable of the racehorse and the turtle. The racehorse is like
the day full of many activities, and the turtle is like the long, slow book reading. Both are legitimate
styles, both happiness producing. However, a racehorse trying to act like a turtle would be miserable.
And conversely, if a turtle were to act like a racehorse, the turtle would not be a happy camper. This
happens all too often, with spouses, bosses, children, friends, and the like demanding or just wanting
us to be someone we are not. Happiness is in large part being able to be yourself.
Being Republican. Being contented with the way things are is one way to define conservatism. Ac‐
cordingly, we could say “happy” with the way things are or the way things used to be. So, there you
have it! Want to be happy, register yourself as a conservative. The liberal is discontent and wants and
needs change. I always have said there were drawbacks to happiness—such as lack of progress. And,
drawbacks to progress—such as lack of happiness.
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Buying for the thing itself. The kind of purchasing that is least satisfying is the kind of thing that
you buy in order to keep up with your “competition.” My friend buys a Dolmetsch grenadillo soprano
recorder with ivory bushings and mouthpiece, so I have to buy either the same thing in order to keep
“up” with him, or I have to buy one with a little extra, something beyond his expenditure. Perhaps a
brass finger rest and a silver tone projector. Or maybe some gold inserts to indicate proper shank align‐
ments. For the moment, I can bask in the glory of having made the superior purchase. But as I discuss
towards the end of this chapter, this process of “social comparison” is a vicious cycle. No sooner do I
compare myself favorably to him than he goes out and buys a new satinwood soprano with etc. etc.
etc., and I now compare myself unfavorably and must make another purchase to feel better. This is not
a path to happiness, but it may be a fun competition. For one in pursuit of a more sustainably pleasant
expenditure, emphasize making purchases for the thing in and of itself, with no intention of comparing
whether one’s purchase is inferior or superior to that of others. The question here is: Did I get exactly
what I wanted? Was I patient and careful in knowing the details of my requirements? Am I proud of
what I ended up with, regardless of what others close to me may have that is similar but different in
some way? Can I allow myself to remain satisfied that my purchase reflects my values and needs, and
not those of other people?
Charitable acts. As we will see in Chapter 9 on altruism, charity is a significant boost to well‐being.
So much so that it deserves a chapter unto itself. Suffice it to say at this point that small and varied acts
of charity are mood boosters. There is some evidence that doing the same act repeatedly, while satisfy‐
ing, is not as satisfying as introducing some variation. It feels good always to return a frail, elderly
neighbor's garbage can to its weeklong resting place before she risks breaking a bone retrieving it. But
an act of charity that feels even better is noting that one morning her newspaper was thrown into an
awkward place to retrieve it so you lob it to safety closer to her front door. Be open to variety in the
ways that you serve others.
Childcare. There are at least three issues around children: having them, caring for them, and play‐
ing with them. Having children is hard work, stressful, and generally not a mood booster, as we saw
earlier in Myths/Kids. However, having children and caring for/playing with them is like the difference
between carpentry as a vocation and carpentry as an avocation. When my wife and I choose to care for
our grandchildren, that is not generally stressful—oh, sure, at times, yeah! And even better, when we
have the opportunity to choose to play with children, to abandon adult inhibition and play blind man’s
bluff or Go Fishin’, and to really focus on being fully with them in the moment, much like savoring a
piece of chocolate or a cup of fresh‐roasted coffee—that is mood‐boosting. Reminds me of our friend
Judy Kiser, who came to choir practice one Thursday night with a tee‐shirt that read, “If I’d known that
grandkids were so great, I’d of had them first!”
College/undergrad degree. Robert Putnam (2000) points out that persons who have completed an
undergraduate degree tend to be much more trusting of others than are those without a college edu‐
cation. Perhaps the dynamic here is that education tends to remove barriers to trust, such as
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stereotyping of various groups or types and caution around the unknown and different. In addition, col‐
lege‐educated folks are more likely to feel more in control of their life choices, and less subject to the
circumstances of their birth. (Brooks, 2011, loc. 5775) College graduates also feel more inclined to take
action in pursuit of major career goals, as though the college education were intrinsically supportive of
achievement.
It is noteworthy that mental challenges such as those required for learning new material and skills
are associated with living longer. (Brooks, 2011, loc. 6209) For example, college‐educated nuns outlive
their degreeless sisters, in spite of equivalent life styles. Also, adolescents with bigger vocabularies are
at significantly lower risk for developing dementia in their graying years. And, seniors active in arts ac‐
tivities (they are more likely to participate in arts activities if they are college‐educated) see the doctor
less, take fewer meds, and on total have superior health in comparison to those who do not participate
in arts activities. Of course, arts activities typically involve interaction with others, so which is the domi‐
nant influence on well‐being—arts activities or relation development? Probably relationship
development.
Conversation. Conversation is intrinsically pleasing. Brain scans reveal that pleasure centers of the
brain typically light up when an individual is conversing. Again, however, we must ask the question: Is it
the conversation itself that is pleasing or rather is it the relationship that is being developed while con‐
versing? Surely, it is difficult to have one without the other. However, relationship‐wise, conversation is
a maintenance activity. It is possible for two or more people in a relationship of some kind to go for
long stretches without verbal interaction, as in silence or a monolog. But relationships require the kind
of periodic exploratory diagnostic comments such as “How’s it going?”, “Need some help?”, “Anything I
can get for you while I’m up?”, “How was work today?”, or “What’s on your agenda for this even‐
ing/weekend?”
Clearly the kind and amount of conversation will vary among individuals. Some abhor small talk
and cherish philosophical inquiry or political debate. Some are stressed by too much talk, some
stressed by not enough. I recall Marilyn Whirlwind of the CBS drama Northern Exposure, who, while at‐
tempting to understand and console her male companion, a mime who voluntarily chose not to talk to
anyone, knowingly consoled him with: “Words are heavy things…they weigh you down. If birds talked,
they couldn’t fly.”
Eating. Ever heard the phrase, “Some eat to live, others live to eat.”? There are two aspects of eat‐
ing that affect mood: the eating itself, and the company with whom you eat. We’ll discuss the latter
when we get to Meals with family/friends, in a couple of pages. For now, let’s look at the eating itself. I
am aware of five eating styles: eating enough for energy, engorgement, eating for taste, eating for
health, and eating as gratitude. Each has its own kind of pleasure, but the last three are the most satis‐
fying. One who simply eats enough to get through the next several hours is unlikely to receive a boost
in well‐being—just grab a sandwich, a jar of yogurt, and get back to work. Eating for engorgement is
stuffing yourself—taking large portions, and seconds and thirds, and loosening the belt, stretching,
yawning, napping. The immediate effect can be moderately titillating, but the long‐term effect is de‐
pressing. For maximum benefit to mood, emphasize 1) eating good food well prepared for maximum
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flavor—chewing slowly, savoring the various tastes, making it a sensory experience, 2) eating a bal‐
anced diet—the new “food plate,” (www.choosemyplate.gov) with a balance of modest portions of
protein, grains, vegetables, fruits, and dairy, and/or 3) eating as a spiritual act, in which one eats what‐
ever is available with a sense of appreciation, humility, and thankfulness.
Exercising. Both aerobic (e.g., jogging) and anaerobic (e.g., weight lifting) exercise improve mood,
but aerobic has the greater positive effect. Here’s how. Stressful episodes cause the spread of cortisol
throughout one’s system, thus eliciting the “fight‐or‐flight” response, whereby the body becomes fully
prepared to defend against attack. The cortisol will stay in your system for up to 2 ½ days, unless you
actually burn it up by exercising feverishly. That’s the whole idea: Under threat, we get pumped up by
cortisol, and we have to follow through by figuratively running away or fighting the tiger (i.e., aerobic
exercise) in order to burn away the cortisol. Without the exercise, the cortisol remains and causes
problems with mood, learning, and health. As a general rule, one should engage in 15‐30 minutes of
aerobic exercise as soon as possible after a highly stressful experience. If you have a stress‐free life,
then have aerobic exercise five times per week at a time of day convenient for you.
Martin Seligman (2011) makes a case for regular exercise being more important that weight con‐
trol. After examining the literature, he concludes that
These data show the risk for death in normal‐weight versus obese people who are fit or unfit. In the unfit
groups, normal and obese people both have a high risk for death, and it does not seem to matter if you are
fat or thin. In the fit groups, both fat and thin people have a much lower risk of death than their counter‐
parts in the unfit groups, with fat but fit people at only slightly more risk than thin fit people. But what I now
emphasize is that fat people who are fit have a low risk of death. Steve concludes that a major part of the
obesity epidemic is really a couch potato epidemic. Fatness contributes to mortality, but so does lack of ex‐
ercise. There are not enough data to say which contributes more, but they are compelling enough to require
that all future studies of obesity and death adjust carefully for exercise. (loc. 3863)

Seligman concludes, and I concur, that the guideline for achieving fitness is the 2008 surgeon general’s
report that identifies 10,000 steps a day (or its equivalent) as the optimal level, with severe warnings
(because of significantly increased death risk) of falling below 5,000 steps daily. As a matter of interest,
on average 2,000 steps equals one mile, as do ten city blocks. For a simple indicator of physical fitness, I
have seen “able to briskly climb a set of ten stairs without getting winded.”
Experiences. Experiences don’t have to cost dollars. Elsewhere we emphasize spending on experi‐
ences rather than spending on possessions. Here we are saying something of the same thing, but with a
different emphasis. Have experiences, especially experiences with others, that you can relate to others
over a coffee, over a meal, with a drink. Relating your experiences to others is more satisfying both to
you and others, than is relating how you feel about your most recently acquired material possession.
Consider: “Last night we walked the neighborhood in search of fireflies. I’ve never seen so many. When
I was a kid, it seemed like we were lucky to see a dozen all evening. Last night, we saw several dozen in
30 minutes.” Versus: “Last night I pulled out my ten‐gauge, cradled it, just enjoying its balance, and put
it back on the rack. A real beaut.” Of course, while the latter is not much of experience, a friend with a
common interest could make it so, with maybe a “How do you go about cleaning your weapon?”
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Extrinsic rewards for algorithmic tasks. A natural motivation killer is extrinsic reward (i.e., when
someone other than you rewards you for doing an activity; see more below at “Intrinsic rewards”). The
exception is when the external reward is offered for completion of a series of steps that entail con‐
straining guidelines. An example would be a scholarship competition, an artistic contest, a summer
reading competition, and the like, in which everyone must follow the same steps and guidelines or
rules. Read more about this in Pink (2009).
Gardening. Preparing soil, planting, weeding, nurturing, harvesting, and then giving away, selling,
cooking, or canning provides a sense of satisfaction that beats going to the farmer’s market, much less
the grocery store. Normally a solitary activity, if two or more can garden together, all the better. The
enjoyment comes from feeling in control and independent, plus several other sources (freshness, being
outdoors, better taste, visual splendor).
Generativity. This is a big one. What will you leave for the next generation? Your children, your
grandchildren, your employees, your friends. What will there be for them to remember you by once
you are gone? In middle age, one’s mind tends to turn towards one’s legacy. Whether one leaves
money, works of art, books, scrapbooks, a handmade cradle for future babies, a hand‐sewn christening
gown for future infants, handmade ornaments, crafts—the knowledge that one is leaving something to
be remembered by is a sustaining source of personal satisfaction. If you have nothing in the pipeline,
now is the time to consider your options! If nothing else, write your own autobiography, complete with
pictures!
Gratitude. This subject is a part of the larger topic that occupies the whole of Chapter 9: Altruism.
Here’s a summary of the research. First, gratitude completes an act of service. Service must be given as
well as received. When it is freely given, the giver does not expect a receipt, a thank‐you, or even some
form of reciprocity. However, as is so important in many eastern cultures, reciprocity is often expected.
One good turn deserves another. Bring me a hot meal when I’m ill, and I’ll remember when you’re inca‐
pacitated. Maybe I’ll bring you a meal, or maybe I’ll go chop some firewood for you, or shovel the snow
from your driveway. Gratitude is the proper response to a generous gesture, the second half of an act
of service.
Second, to receive a generous act from someone else is a boost in well‐being inasmuch as it makes
us feel valued, accepted, and perhaps even loved. To return the favor in some way makes the other
person feel valued, accepted, perhaps even loved. To return the favor boosts one’s own well‐being be‐
cause it makes us feel responsible, that we’ve done our duty, that we pull our share of the weight.
When we fail to reciprocate, to show gratitude, we run the risk of feeling guilt, or even shame. Recipro‐
cating generosity in some appropriate way prevents that dark cloud of remorse from adversely
affecting our mood. The Chinese have an expression for this “reciprocity in relationships,”—ren qing.
Health (perceived). The way one evaluates one’s own health is more important, happiness‐wise,
than what one’s physicians think. I can personally attest. My three brothers aged into their gray years
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with enlarged prostates but no cancer. Five years ago when my urologist spotted cancer cells in my bi‐
opsy, they said the march towards full‐blown prostate cancer had begun. They were more worried than
I, as I was confident that my genes would prevail. I was wrong, as the cancer has now grown to the
point of needing treatment. Still, I’m upbeat, knowing it hasn’t taken anyone in my family. Yet. Bok
(2010) states that a person’s self‐reported drop of 20% in perceived health is connected to a 6‐point
drop in happiness (on a 100‐point scale). Doctors’ ratings of
their patients’ health are moderately correlated with patients’
“Happiness is nothing
more than good health
self‐ratings of health, but only weakly correlated with patients’
and a bad memory.”
reported happiness levels.
--Albert Schweitzer,
Not only is one’s perception of one’s health more im‐
Alsatian physician and
portant than others’ perceptions, including physicians’—it also
philosopher (1875-1965)
boasts one of the strongest correlations with reported happi‐
ness, and, on some questionnaires, the strongest correlation of
all the factors. (Graham, 2010, loc. 1103) Clearly this relates to a
person’s degree of optimism. Optimistic people are more likely to evaluate their personal health more
robust than are more pessimistic folks. Also evaluating their health more positively are people who en‐
gage in health maintenance activities—Mediterranean diet, aerobic exercise (such as the 10,000 steps
a day), fresh air and sunshine, moderate alcohol and caffeine, good night’s sleep, stress minimization,
adequate rest, and quality relationships. Eduardo Punset (2007, pp. 134‐135) explains that, from an
evolutionary perspective, we were designed to live for only 30 years. Our extra 40 years of life are not
accompanied by the physical support necessary to sustain life. This ups the priority on “maintenance”
type activities, whether personal maintenance or maintenance of our planet/environment.
Intrinsic motives. Daniel Pink (2009) has summarized the research on what motivates people. He
calls the finding that tangible rewards discourage intrinsic motivation “one of the most robust findings
in social science and also one of the most ignored.… When institutions—families, schools, teams—fo‐
cus on the short term and opt for controlling people’s behavior, they do considerable long term
damage.” (loc. 562) In short, it discourages individually initiated activity if a person receives a concrete
reward for it. Why? Because the individual learns to expect the reward and so fails to originate activity.
Scenario: Child does homework in the time allotted. Parent says, “That’s great! Here’s an extra 25
cents for this week’s allowance.” Tomorrow, before the child begins homework, “How much tonight?”
Thus, extrinsic motivation, i.e., an unexpected external reward (external in the sense that someone else
offered it), has replaced intrinsic motivation (the child has been supplying personal internal, or intrinsic,
reward for timely completion of homework, such as being able to text with friends).Research concludes
that intrinsic motives—doing it because you want to do it, not because someone else wants you to—is
ultimately more satisfying and is a stronger motive than is doing it in hopes of external reward. See
more above at “Extrinsic rewards.”
Some situations would benefit from using extrinsic rewards initially, and then gradually over time
transitioning to intrinsic rewards. For example, the so‐called “Tiger mom” approach clearly entails ex‐
trinsic motivation, but often the child is able to internalize the discipline, be it practicing a musical
instrument or studying history, and begins to prefer the activity that had been drudgery heretofore.
When that happens, Tiger mom needs to back off and just be supportive.
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Marriage. Here is another one that invites the chicken‐egg paradox, as in which came first. While
studies consistently show marrieds reporting higher happiness levels than singles, separated, divorced,
and unwed cohabiters, not all studies satisfactorily address
the question about whether happier people are more likely
“Find a good partner and
to get married, or whether the state of marriage itself ele‐
you’ll be happy—otherwise
vates mood. The tricky part here is the quality of the
you’ll become a philosopher.”
--Paraphrase of Socrates
marriage. Regardless of the quality of the marriage experi‐
ence, there is a measurable boost in happiness during the
period of engagement (i.e., the anticipatory period) as well
as a continuation up to two or three years after nuptials, with most persons then returning to pre‐nup
levels. (Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003) This finding was based on a German study that sur‐
veyed yearly 25,000 individuals over 15 years (cited in Lyubomirsky, 2008). However, there do exist
those close, high‐quality marriage relationships that continue for a lifetime. Research suggests that
such relationships provide a “buffer against adversity and helps the immune system protect against ill‐
ness.” (Bok, 2010, loc. 353) This would explain why married individuals on average report fewer health
problems, less depression, and less frequently commit suicide. An added boost: Marriage tacks on an
average of seven years to men’s lives, two years to women’s. Those are better life extenders than many
medical treatments! (Christakis & Fowler, 2009, p. 86)
Clearly more cheerful, optimistic people are more likely to marry, and good marriages contribute
to one’s cheerful disposition and outlook. The issue here is not really whether to marry or not in order
to boost mood, but rather to identify relationships that have long‐term potential to be satisfying and
nurture them. I will address this in some detail in Chapter 8. We will also look at specific behaviors and
practices—such as date nights and nonjudgmental feedback—that help in nurturing good marriages
over their lifetime.
Meals with family/friends. In addition to the pleasure derived from sweet, salty, sour, bitter, and
complex tastes, eating together provides even greater pleasure than eating alone. Research has shown
that families who dine together all show higher levels of oxytocin, the “cuddle” chemical. Teens who
eat the evening meal with their family show reduced signs of stressed behavior. The more oxytocin, the
more bonding occurs. This is the same chemical released in mother and child during breast‐feeding.
The same would apply to the workplace: Coworkers who eat alone at their desk miss out on the oppor‐
tunity to increase their sense of well‐being at work by eating together and conversing in a common
area.
Meditating/praying. Two systems of the brain tend to toggle for dominance during our waking
hours. One orients us in time and space, giving us a sense of where we are in the universe. This system
enabled hunter‐gatherers to detect prey and sniff out berries, and today enables salespeople to detect
prospects. The other system essentially draws the curtains on time and space and enables us to focus
entirely on the task at hand. This system enabled hunter‐gatherers to work for hours on end chiseling
arrowheads and nursing their young. It is this system that separates us from time, temperature, and
space that is associated with meditation, prayer, and any other activity that entails focused attention
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without distraction. Chapter 5 (Flow) explores this state of mind in some detail. While being in this
mental state is not a form of happiness (it is actually emotion‐free), people who are able to spend time
in this state report higher levels of well‐being. In fact, taking a nap—not the kind where you actually go
to sleep but the kind, as I take every day, where you simply close your eyes and “shut down” your sys‐
tem, as though you were going to fall asleep, but don’t—has the same degree of boost in well‐being as
meditation and praying. People who nap/pray/meditate report less absenteeism, higher morale, and
fewer sick days than persons who don’t take this time out on a daily basis to regroup. Scientifically
speaking, achieving the nap/meditative state—especially between 2 and 4 p.m., when the body’s tem‐
perature is at a low point, attention dips, and the largest number of home, industrial, and highway
accidents occur—allows a kind of reset for our bodies that magically dissipates the typical afternoon
doldrums.
Music listening. Music is another form of language (see the work of University of California at San
Diego psychologist Diana Deutsch). As we discussed under Conversation, the pleasure pathways of the
brain activate during conversation and, surprise, surprise, during music listening. Research suggests
that there are no universally pleasing composers—Mozart comes close, however. So, this effect is lim‐
ited to the kinds of music we have grown to prefer. There is little as soothing to me as listening to
Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, and little so irritating to me as having to listen to a kind of music (that
will remain unlabeled so I don’t alienate any dear readers) which I have come to find grating, cacopho‐
nous, vapid, repetitive, and/or amplified. Oh, did I say repetitive? To listen to one’s musical favorites is
eternally satisfying. I believe it was Robert Frost who once described a great work of art as similar to a
good friend, both having the characteristic that, each time they were revisited, we learned or felt
something new or unexpected or different. I recall one day in high school when my friend Charles Peery
had been jilted by a girl of his dreams. We sat in his room after school listening to one Beethoven sym‐
phony after another (Toscanini was our favorite conductor back then). All of a sudden, Charles looked
up from his reverie and commented, “Pierce, music is one love that will never let you down!”
If listening to music is satisfying, making music with others is more so. Just as making conversation
with a friend is more satisfying then just listening to them talk, making music with friends intensifies
the pleasure. Not only is the music you are making pleasing in and of itself, but you are getting the
added pleasure of developing one or more relationships. Also, while making music you are typically in
flow—that meditative state that frees one of all distractions. It is also an “experience” of the kind we
have talked about earlier. So making music with others packs a quadruple dose of mood boosting: mu‐
sic, relationships, flow, and experience.
Optimism. Martin Seligman (1991; see extended discussion of optimism in Chapter 7) approaches
“explanatory style” as a learnable cognitive skill. In brief, he says that optimists tend to see positive
outcomes as personally achieved, long lasting, and pervasive, while they see negative outcomes as bad
luck, temporary, and isolated. Pessimists see the reverse: positive outcomes are just good luck that
won’t last beyond today, while negative outcomes are the result of personal failure and set the stage
for continuing ill fortune. Seligman has taught this model to a variety of audiences, from sales people
who need to be more resilient in the face of daily rejection to depressive patients who need to find rays
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of hope. In one controlled study, salespeople trained in his method of positive explanatory style, or op‐
timism, outperformed the untrained by some 30%. In another study with a student population, training
in his model reduced levels of depression by half over three years. Put another way, those not trained
in his optimism model were twice as likely to report depressive symptoms over the next three years.
Critics of optimism call looking at the world with rose‐tinted glasses a big lie. This is another of
those areas that, while making us happy, blinds us to real world realities. Some interesting research on
self‐deception and lying has shown that the prefrontal cortex of compulsive liars has proportionately
more white matter than normal. This has been interpreted to mean that they can bring more mental
resources to bear when they need to lie/think on the fly. The less white matter in the prefrontal cortex,
we either have to tell the truth or lie and get caught. Other research on self‐deception, as measured by
denying questions about thoughts that everyone supposedly has (e.g., “Have you ever doubted your
sexual adequacy?”, “Have you ever enjoyed a bowel movement?”, “Have you ever wanted to rape or
be raped by somebody?”, “Have you ever thought of committing suicide in order to get back at some‐
one?”), suggest that those who engage in self‐deception tend to be higher achievers—in sports, in
business, in arenas where competition is important. Conclusion: It helps to have a certain amount of
self‐deception, or optimism, for otherwise a realistic assessment of the odds might lead to backing out
of the fray. (Sackeim & Gur, 1979)
In summary, both optimism and self‐deception are associated with higher levels of happiness, real‐
ism/pessimism and honesty with lower levels.
Pets. My first thought was to locate “pets” under “Touch.” However, recent research by
McConnell, Brown, Shoda, Stayton, and Martin (2011) has shown that pets are far more than some‐
thing to touch. Pets provide a boost in well‐being above and beyond all other factors. Their constant
loyalty, playfulness, and affection provide a protection against the effects of social rejection. Pet own‐
ers also get more exercise (especially those with dogs) and have higher activity levels (as the result of
caring for—feeding, cleaning, grooming, etc.—the pets).
Playing with children. Having children, caring for children, and playing with children are three dif‐
ferent matters. (See Myths/Kids and Boosters/Child care.) Playing with children, in and of itself, is a
mood booster. This assumes that you can draw a distinction between playing with them and the more
long‐term states of having kids and providing ongoing care. One reason that playing with children
boosts mood is that, if we allow ourselves to, we get into a childlike frame of mind ourselves and
loosen our inhibitions by being silly, creative, spontaneous, and active. And, we are also developing re‐
lationships—there it is again!
Political involvement. Swiss economists Bruno Frey (University of Zurich) and Alois Stutzer (Uni‐
versity of Basel) analyzed the degree of “direct democracy” practiced by Swiss citizens in the various
cantons across the country. Counting the number of events for citizen involvement—elections, initia‐
tives, meetings, rallies, referenda, hearings—canton by canton, they found that the quantity of
opportunities for political involvement varied precisely as levels of reported well‐being varied. (Bok,
2010, loc. 1050) The more opportunities for political involvement in a given canton, the happier its citi‐
zens. This relationship is only for citizens—foreigners living in a given canton did not show variation in
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well‐being based on the number of opportunities for political involvement. In reviewing this research,
Derek Bok concludes that it is not the results brought about by political action that are associated with
happiness, but the opportunity to get involved. Similar to research on stress, which points to the stress‐
reducing effects of feeling that one has some control over stressors, these citizens are buoyed more by
the sense of control than by the results of their efforts at control.
Pro‐market attitude. Graham (2010) reported on studies that show that individuals who espouse a
pro‐market attitude recorded higher average happiness levels that those who favored more central
controls on market prices and policies. This could indicate an underlying optimism on the part of pro‐
market individuals and a more pessimistic attitude of these favoring controls. It is also characteristic of
“being Republican”!
Reading. Reading provides an entry into flow, such that we
“Thank you for sending
lose all sense of time, space, and place. This assumes that the
me a copy of your book;
book or other material is not too easy for us (lest we become
I’ll waste no time reading
bored) or too difficult for us (lest we become frustrated). Reading
it.”
--Moses Hadas
is a state like prayer, meditation, napping, music‐making, and
(1900-1986),
American
flow, characterized by pulling the curtains on the outside world
literary critic
and enabling us to focus on the world created by the author,
whether it is fiction, poetry, biography, or technical. Many has
been the time that I was so absorbed in my reading that I would
“wake up” startled and unsure of time and place. Being in such a “zone” is intrinsically satisfying, but
not really “happy,” as when you’re in the zone you don’t feel emotions. Sure, the occasional fear or joy
or anger arises at the behavior of a character, but those are not really personal feelings that are
sustained over time. Reading does not develop relationships, as a rule. However, it could. When I lived
in Winston‐Salem, North Carolina, we had a “readers’ theatre” get together every couple of months, in
which we would assemble a dozen friends and have a covered‐dish dinner and drinks. This informal
dinner theatre would proceed with a handful of folks reading their parts from a classic or popular play
while others provided the live audience.
Recreational sports. Here is another activity that merges multiple mood boosters into one: devel‐
oping relationships, exercise, moderate alcohol, being busy, experiences, attendance at meetings,
conversation, eating, health, optimism, playing with children, socializing, and spending for experiences.
Relationships. As Derek Bok (2010, loc. 391) puts it, “Both shy introverts and bounding extroverts
report feeling happier when they are with other people than when they are alone; and, several re‐
searchers have concluded that human relationships and connections of all kinds contribute more to
happiness than anything else. Close friends certainly matter, especially one’s closest friend (though sel‐
dom to the same extent as a spouse in a successful marriage).” More on this in Chapter 8. I should add
here that quality and quantity of relationships into one’s gray years is also associated with minimizing
risk for dementia.
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Religion/Faith. Mark Ardis, a retired psychiatrist and personal friend and fellow bass in the choir,
once commented to me that something is religion if it has “hope, ethics, explanations for the unex‐
plained, and myth.” It is clear that all four of these components work towards elevating mood. Each in
effect removes something from uncertain to certain. For some individuals, uncertainty, ambiguity, par‐
adox, and the unknown are scary, intimidating, even depressing. Religion, as Mark defines it, provides
an option to uncertainty. Certainly hope is more of a mood booster than cynicism or despair, even if
the hope is “blind.” If one is unable to live without hope, then embrace it. Ethics, at least ethics in the
sense of a moral code, makes right behavior less of an internal struggle and more of an easy rule to fol‐
low. For some individuals, unexplained phenomena are disturbing, so having a ready explanation eases
the burden and permits happiness. Why do bad things happen to good people? For me, it is usually a
matter of chance. For others, chance is disturbing, so they look to religion for resolution. Finally, myth.
Jesus, Mohammad, Buddha, Mother Teresa, and Martin Luther King, Jr., were all people with their re‐
spective lives comprised of facts. Over time, people have elevated the lives of these five to include
more than fact. When facts fade and give way to the accentuated aspects of a popular character, that
character has become mythical. In its extreme form, myth refers to characters such as Zeus or the
Hindu monkey god Hanuman. Whether or not these characters ever existed is unimportant—it is their
qualities that we embrace. The myths that are core to a religion are another reason that religion is as‐
sociated with happiness—they emphasize eternal verities and not facts like needing a bath or stealing a
melon. Embracing myth is another move from uncertainty to certainty, and rounds out the four ele‐
ments of religion that help explain why people of faith tend to be happier, even if not always wise or
intelligent.
Graham (2010) and Bok (2010) both describe the co‐occurrence of higher levels of religious activity
and higher levels of happiness. Not only do countries with greater degrees of participation in religion
(as in attendance at services and other events) report higher happiness levels, but the happiness levels
of non‐religious persons in those same countries appear to be higher as well. Whether one measures
“religion” as practice (e.g., attendance) or as belief (e.g., degree of expressed faith, independent of at‐
tendance), the relationship holds. Graham (2010, loc. 1736) notes that, while Protestants and Catholics
each are happier when they live in an area where their religion is dominant, Protestants are happier
when in the minority, than Catholics are when they are in the minority. Could this be explained by the
doctrine of original sin and the practice of confession, such that being in the majority boosts happiness
because of the “misery loves company” phenomenon, while being in the minority provides the consci‐
entious Catholic with fewer to commiserate on the human condition from their point of view, hence
less camaraderie, which we have seen is an important influence on happiness levels?
Graham (2010, loc. 1732) cites a study by Andrew Clark and Orsolya Lelkes (2009) that surveyed
90,000 persons from 26 countries in Europe. They attempted to differentiate between the effects of
belonging to a religion/religiosity on the one hand and having social networks on the other. They found
a separate effect for religiosity, with degree of religiosity in a region positively affecting happiness lev‐
els, even for the nonreligious. Moreover, they found that where the proportion of atheists in a region
increased, the happiness levels decreased accordingly, even for the religious.
One needs to be cautious in interpreting these findings: Are Happers the ones who tend to be
more religious? If so, then measuring happiness of the religious is a biased sample. I have seen no data
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that indicates whether people who describe themselves as more religious have a trait profile that is dif‐
ferent from the populace at large. One possible explanation of the higher happiness levels reported
among the religious is that the religious are typically encouraged to trust, have faith, and have hope,
rather than to think deeply for more rational explanations of disturbing phenomena. ”God works in
mysterious ways” is a preventive palliative for the souls disturbed by events. To accept on faith and dis‐
continue asking why can certainly be a mood booster. The individual must pay and accept the price of
discontinued questioning.
A recent study has clarified some of the mysterious relationship between religiosity and well‐be‐
ing. (Diener, Tay, and Myers, 2011) Using U.S. and world Gallup data for hundreds of thousands of
people, they formed three conclusions:
•

•

•

Nations with adverse living conditions (poverty, famine, short life span, war) tend to exhibit more
religiosity, and within those nations, persons practicing religion exhibited greater well‐being than
non‐religious persons. The authors attributed this to greater social support under adverse condi‐
tions.
Nations with favorable living conditions tend to exhibit less religiosity, and within those nations,
persons who are more religious show similar levels of well‐being in comparison to persons who are
less religious. The authors interpret this to mean than favorable living conditions offer greater sup‐
port for all individuals.
Persons who report themselves to be more religious tend to have greater well‐being in more reli‐
gious countries than do less religious persons in those countries, but self‐proclaimed religious
persons in less religious countries show levels of well‐being that are no different than levels for
non‐religious persons. The authors interpret call this a person‐culture fit issue, whereby living in a
culture whose values match your own provides a boost in well‐being.

Self‐employment. Persons who start and continue their own business have plenty of stress and
disappointment, but the overall effect of being self‐employed is mood boosting. One reason is that
stress occurs when one feels unable to control something that is getting in their way. This is more likely
to occur when one is employed by others than when one is employed by oneself. The feeling of having
some control over a situation, of having options to deal with what life throws your way, is the best pre‐
ventive for stress. When you know that you have options if things get too bad, then things just don’t
bother you as much. See discussion below on Downers/Circumstance/Stress.
Sex. An active sex life is an unarguable boon. Of course, what is active for one person may be over‐
active for another, or underactive for yet another. Hopefully, one’s partner’s needs are similar to one’s
own. Otherwise, stress. If I am more active than my partner, then I must take things in hand, lest I be‐
come resentful. If I am less active than my partner, then I must negotiate lest I become resentful.
Shopping. Yes, shopping is a mood‐booster. For some. Never has been for me. It is a chore. I re‐
member being floored when I asked a group of adult students how often they went shopping. Over half
the group said they went shopping at least once a day, and often several times a day! Imagine that. Re‐
call that spending for others and for experiences boosts mood more than spending for self. An
unnecessary pair of shoes will bring less joy over time than an item bought for a family member or for a
family/friends experience—maybe a new camping gadget.
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Socializing. Kahneman (2006) found that socializing with friends after work is associated with
higher levels of well‐being. For maximum effect, this socializing would not include passive activities
such as watching television or a sports event, but something active that in fact serves to build relation‐
ships, whether playing a sport together or conversing while dining out and/or going for a walk.
Spending for experiences. Achor (2010) points out that spending money on experiences is better
than spending money on stuff (see earlier discussion of “New whatsit” under Myths). Research shows
that people’s boosts in mood as the result of positive experiences are both more intense and longer
lasting than their mood boosts from acquiring new stuff. Some examples would include:
Experiences:
picnic
family vacation
bowling league
going camping
dinner party
building a Habitat for Humanity home
singing in a choral group

Stuff Alone:
new chair
new car
new suit of clothes
pay someone to build a new patio
new entertainment center
new dining room table
new wind chimes for the yard

Research on this kind of “calculated buying” involving experiences is being conducted by psychology
professor Elizabeth Dunn of the University of British Columbia. She lamented when interviewed for an
article in The New York Times (August 8, 2010) that too much research is done on income levels and
happiness, and not enough on the way people spend their income. She summarizes her research by
quipping, “It’s better to go on a vacation than buy a new couch is basically the idea.” A recent publica‐
tion by Daniel T. Gilbert (Harvard University) and Timothy D. Wilson (University of Virginia) had the
thoughtful title “If Money Doesn’t Make You Happy Then You Probably Aren’t Spending It Right.” (avail‐
able online at http://dunn.psych.ubc.ca/files/2011/04/Journal‐of‐consumer‐psychology.pdf)
The University of Colorado at Boulder’s Leaf Van Boven (2005) offers three reasons for the superi‐
ority of spending on experiences versus spending on things:
•

•

Experiences age better than possessions. An early childhood school experience, a memory of a
poignant moment with grandparents, a camping adventure, a summer camp caper, a vacation at
the Grand Canyon, a family reunion in the mountains—all these memories wear well, embellished
here, deleted there, becoming the lore that we love to retell time and again. The sofa just sits
there in need of dusting. Hmmm, there’s a way to make an experience out of a possession in dis‐
repair—involve the family or friends in reupholstering the sofa!
Experiences stand on their own uniqueness and are thus difficult to compare. At the end of this
chapter, we discuss the tendency of people to engage in social comparison, in which, for example,
one compares what one owns to what others have. If others have more than we do, that is a
downer, and we want more. If others have less, we are more comforted. Solnick and Hemenway
(1998) found that people generally would prefer making $50,000 when other acquaintances are
making $25,000, than make twice as much (e.g., $100,000) when their acquaintances are making
twice again as much as them ($200,000). Experiences tend to resist such comparison. While one
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•

might say dejectedly that “you did more with your vacation time than I did—I squandered it,” it is
also possible, and easier to say, and feel good about it, that “you got more reading done on your
vacation, and I got more time getting to know my grandkids—both sound good; maybe we’ll swap
emphases next time!” In other words, it is easier and more natural to get competitive about mate‐
rial things than about experiences
Experiences build more social capital. By their very nature, experiences build relationships (unless
you have them alone!). In addition, to talk of one’s experiences is usually less off‐putting than to
talk of one’s possessions.

Research professors Thomas DeLeire of the University of Wisconsin in Madison and Ariel Kalil of
the University of Chicago have analyzed nine categories of consumer spending to determine which cat‐
egories relate to happiness levels. Their data came from the National Institute of Aging’s U.S. Health
and Retirement Study, a 20‐year longitudinal project that followed some 20,000 Americans over the
age of 50. The final cross‐sectional sample comprised 937 individuals, as not everyone in the larger
sample completed the supplementary questionnaires. These are the nine spending categories:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leisure—trips, vacations (including “staycations”), exercise, spectator events, hobbies, equipment
for leisure;
Durables—appliances, vehicles;
Charity and Gifts;
Personal Care and Clothing—plus housekeeping, yard maintenance, laundry;
Health Care—health insurance, medications, supplies, visits;
Food In—purchased to prepare and consume at home (including alcohol);
Food Out—purchased at a restaurant/bar, including takeout;
Utilities and Housing—plus house furnishings, home repair home insurance;
Vehicles—vehicle insurance, maintenance, payments.

Only two of the nine showed a significant association with happiness: leisure and vehicles. The re‐
searchers point out that both are related to experiences and to social connectedness, while the others
are related more to one’s material possessions. In fact, they estimated that spending $20,000 for lei‐
sure is associated with the same happiness increase as that associated with getting married.
Gene Cohen, founder of the Center on Aging of the National Institute of Mental Health, concludes
(cited in Brooks, 2011, loc. 6170) that the length of time committed to an experience is a major deter‐
minant of the experience’s impact on happiness. And it is not just length, but the way the experience
develops over time. For example, to play with one rock band this weekend, another the following
weekend, and so on playing for a different rock band every weekend, Cohen would propose that play‐
ing with the same rock band every weekend over the same time frame would be more satisfying. So it
is duration of the experience plus developing relationship during the experience that elevates mood.
Fewer one‐night stands, more affairs of the heart, mind, body, or soul.
But what about Charity and Gifts? If other research shows that altruism is positively related to hap‐
piness, why is that not reflected here? The answer would be that you have to give more than money to
others in order to get the happiness benefit. You can’t buy your happiness by just giving money: You
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have to give time and energy—what we often call “sweat equity.” Chapter 9 has more details on char‐
ity.
Spending on equipment for experiences. The exception to the rule for the preceding booster is
that stuff bought and actually used in experiences provides more of a boost than stuff that does not
become part of experiences. So, in the list above, if the new patio is actively used for experiences with
family and/or friends, then the patio has more mood value than one that is built and seldom used. In
addition to stuff that is used for experiences, if those experiences are with others and amount to devel‐
oping and enriching relationships, then all the better.
Spending on others. Bok (2010) mentions an experiment in which subjects were given the option
of spending money on themselves or giving it away to others. A few days after the experiment, happi‐
ness levels were higher for those who gave their money to others.
Taking a walk. Brisk walking for periods of 20‐30 minutes raises endorphin levels and oxygenates
the blood (especially if you walk outdoors). Both effects heighten alertness and mood. If you walk with
someone else, you develop a relationship. If you walk with an iPod or Walkman, you can “read” or lis‐
ten to music. I walk with either my wife or my iPod or (if it’s news time) my radio. I eagerly await the
next alone walk so I can listen to WNYC’s Radiolab. I eagerly await the next walk with Jane so I can de‐
velop the relationship. Outside.
Touch. Dacher Keltner (2009) writes convincingly of the power of touch to heighten positive mood
in both toucher and touchee. Physiologically, touch lowers activity in the amygdala (seat of negative
emotions), increases activity in the orbitofrontal cortex (associated with empathy, emotional recogni‐
tion, social understanding, and inhibition of impulsive responses), reduction of the stress response
(measured by decreased cortisol production), and increased levels of oxytocin (associated with height‐
ened trust), serotonin (relaxation), and endorphins (pleasure). (loc. 3078) The reward circuitry
activated by touch is equal to that activated by chocolate or “the scent of Mother to an infant.” (loc.
3075) The satisfaction associated with touching extends to being touched by pleasing nonhuman tex‐
tures, such as velvet, silk, fine sand, and the like.
Whether a passing touch or a prolonged massage, touching boosts the mood of both parties. Sen‐
iors touching infants or pets report improved mood. Students casually touched by librarians report a
more positive attitude toward their library. Students receiving casual pats on the back by their teachers
volunteer comments in class at twice the rate of the untouched. Patients touched in a friendly manner
by their physician feel that their visit was twice as long as it actually was. Patients receiving fMRI scans
while their romantic partner was touching their arm showed no brain activation in response to the
stressful burst of noise, while unaccompanied, untouched patients did. Keltner quips that “touch
turned off the threat switch in the brain.” Premature babies receiving massages average 47% greater
weight gain than unmassaged preemies. Infants held by their mothers during painful medical proce‐
dures such as lancing cry 82% less, grimace 65 % less and record slower heartbeats than infants simply
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lying in an examination bed. Touch boosts the mood of depressed teen moms, as well as autistic, asth‐
matic, and diabetic children, and as well as the infirm in general. Keltner calls each of these acts of
touching “the original contact high.” (locs. 3112, 3136, 3348)
All of this is based on wanted touching, not on the kind of touching associated with sexual abuse.
How does one define the threshold for acceptable and unacceptable touching? This question con‐
cerned Dudley Flood, a representative of the North Carolina State Department of Public Instruction
staffer who travelled the state back in the 1960s in order to conduct human relations workshops for
faculty and students during the stressful times of racial integration. Flood, knowing that touch is neces‐
sary for relationship building, addressed the issue humorously but accurately by saying that it is
acceptable to touch the “hard” places above the waist, such as elbow, shoulder, and top of the head.
Stray from there and, unless you’re with a romantic partner, you’re in unwanted touch territory. Cer‐
tainly some societies encourage touching more than others. Keltner describes a study by the University
of Florida’s Sidney Jourard in which pairs conversing and sipping coffee in cafés around the world were
observed for incidents of touching: London, zero; Florida, two; Paris, 110; San Juan, Puerto Rico, 180!
(loc. 3337)
Transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS). A new tool in the therapist’s toolbox is manufactured by
Neuronetics in Philadelphia. TMS is a refinement of what used to be known as electroshock, or electro‐
convulsive therapy. With 30 sessions over a month and a half, patients report substantial mood
improvement without the side effects of pharmaceuticals or older electroshock methods. The patient
remains fully alert during the 40 minutes of stimulation, and may read, watch TV, and so forth. Ap‐
proved in 2008 by the FDA, the cost is approximately $8,000. With increased demand and good results,
perhaps insurance companies will soon cover it.
Volunteering. Chapter 9 will develop the larger theme of altruism more fully. Suffice it to say here
that volunteering is a major source of heightened well‐being. So much so, that secondary schools, col‐
leges, and universities around the country have developed “service learning” curricula (see more at the
National Service Learning Clearinghouse: http://www.servicelearning.org/). Whether helping an ele‐
mentary school teacher by reading to young learners or helping a crew build a Habitat for Humanity
house, volunteering boosts mood. But it needs to repeated. The effect wears off and must be renewed.
That is a good thing, right? Also, research (Lyubomirsky, 2008) suggests that you vary the way in which
you volunteer in order to get the maximum boost. Volunteering is similar to charitable acts. Charity
suggests activity for those in need (as in Big Brothers). Volunteering suggests working without pay (as
in a political campaign). Either is satisfying, and both are to be encouraged.

Circumstance:
Aging (approaching seniority). A major study by Andrew Oswald of Warwick University, England,
and David Blanchflower of Dartmouth College, U.S., has identified a U‐shaped curve that describes the
effect of aging on reported levels of happiness. After scanning data on more than two million subjects
from 80 countries, they found that happiness decreased into middle age and increased into seniority.
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Globally, the reported low point is 48 years of age, with individual countries ranging from 36 in Eng‐
land, 53 in the U.S., and 65 in Portugal. Exceptions to this rule were a half dozen or so developing
countries, where graying was not mood lifting. Also, the pattern held true regardless of sex, marital sta‐
tus, income level, or number of children (including zero). Several explanations have been offered:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the natural tendency to be self‐critical during midlife;
peaks in the complexity of one’s life with gradual simplifying;
the reduction of one’s options with its accompanying sense of relief;
the sense of running out of time in middle age, combined with com‐
ing to peace with accomplishments in later decades;
as we age we do not hold onto our regrets so long as we did earlier
downward comparisons—beginning to see others dying off and ap‐
preciating one’s relative health;
developing a sense of one’s legacy to the next generation.

“How pleasant is the
day when we give up
striving to be young—
or slender.”
--William James

In a related study, the University of Chicago sociologist Yang found that folks in their 80s were
twice as likely to engage in a weekly social activity as those in their 50s. This underscores the im‐
portance of forming and maintaining high‐quality relationships. Moreover, brain scans conducted by
MIT’s John Gabrielli reveal that seniors’ amygdalas fire freely when exposed to positive pictures but
shut down when viewing negative ones—apparently we learn to turn a cold shoulder to misery as we
age. Not necessarily denial, rather a choice to not let it disturb us for the most part. (Brooks, 2011, loc.
5964)
Beauty. Called by many the “dean of beauty,” University of Texas at Austin’s Daniel Hamermesh
has defined the relationship between beauty, income, and happiness. (Hamermesh & Abrevaya, 2011)
Studying 25,000 citizens in the U.S., Canada, Germany, and the U.K. over 40 years, Hamermesh con‐
cluded that the top 15% as rated by beauty were 10% happier than individuals rated in the bottom
10%. At least half of this effect can be accounted for by the added earning potential of the beautiful.
The effect is true for both sexes, but stronger for women than for men. Beauty gets you more money, a
more beautiful mate (who also greater earning potential), and more happiness. Beauty is defined
mostly by facial symmetry, with clothing, cosmetics, and hair treatments having minimal impact.
Democracy. This is a complex one: People who express a preference for democracy tend to be
happier than people who express a preference for non‐democratic forms of government. In addition, as
seen elsewhere in this chapter, the quality of one’s democracy makes a difference. So, wanting a de‐
mocracy, having one, having an efficient one, having a responsive one, having a trusted one, and having
a respected one relatively free of corruption and moral turpitude—each aspect of democracy contrib‐
utes to one’s positive mood. (Graham, 2010) Derek Bok (2010) points out that most of the countries
who rank highest in happiness levels have had effective democracies for over eight decades.
In a recent nationwide experiment in changing from an undemocratic form of government to a demo‐
cratic form, the percentage of residents of former East Germany who reported the lowest level of
happiness dropped from 28 to 15, while the percentage of those reporting in as happy increased from
38 to 54.19. (Bok, 2010, loc. 908)
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Employment. Most surveys show that the majority of employed persons would change jobs if they
could. We think that is largely a matter of a poor fit between the characteristics of the worker and the
demands of the work. An example of poor fit would be a creative person doing repetitive work, or a
sedentary person doing door‐to‐door sales. This issue is probed in depth in Chapter 6. Meanwhile, be‐
ing employed is in‐and‐of‐itself satisfying. Better to have a job than the alternative. But employment’s
boost to well‐being is amplified when other factors play their part: trust in management, meaningful
work, agreeable coworkers, sense of status, sufficient personal freedom, capable and fair supervisors,
and environmental conditions.
Environmental conditions. Brooks (2011) writes correctly that “researchers have found, not sur‐
prisingly, that sunlight and natural scenes can have a profound effect on mind and mood.” (loc. 6396)
Let’s get specific: sunlight and fresh air. Being deprived of natural sunlight is depressing. Residents of
extreme latitudes suffer a higher incidence of depression during winter months than is typical of other
zones. Same goes for persons who reside on the western edge of their time zone, as they experience
proportionately less sunlight during their day than do their eastern edge counterparts. Jimmy lives in
Atlantic City and sees the sun at 7:00 a.m., while cousin Fran in Indianapolis, also in the Eastern time
zone, doesn’t see the sun until almost 8:00 a.m., thus experiencing almost one hour of darkness more
while trying to shake off the doldrums and get alert for work. However, Ling Ling in Chicago, just over
the border into the Central zone, gets the same extra hour that Jimmy gets in Atlantic City, as the clock
jumps back to 7:00 a.m. in Illinois just as Indiana hits 8:00 a.m. Same goes for night shift workers who
struggle to keep alert when getting no sunlight.
What’s it with sunlight? The presence of natural sunlight, whether one is blind or sighted, tells the
pineal gland to stop producing melatonin, the sleep neurotransmitter, and allow a person to become
awake, alert, chipper. In the absence of sunlight, as in night shift, or in working days in an office build‐
ing with no external windows nearby, one may use indoor lamps with a CRI (color rendering index)
rating of 90 or higher and get the same melatonin shutdown available in natural sunlight. Lamps with a
CRI less than 90 will be missing at least the blue area of the spectrum and will not shut down melatonin
production. Not a believer yet? How’s this: A study in Milan found that patients suffering from bipolar
depression who were in hospital beds with eastern exposures on average left the hospital 3½ days ear‐
lier than those with western exposures, which received less sunlight!
How about air? Alertness is the handmaiden of positive mood, and drowsiness the harbinger of
negative. Alertness is partially dependent on the availability of natural sunlight, or its equivalent, and
also dependent on the presence of abundant negative ions in the atmosphere. Why? The brain needs
oxygen in the bloodstream in order to burn glucose for energy. The less oxygenated your blood, the
less alert and the poorer your mood. Negative ions have the quality of attaching themselves to particu‐
lates in the air around you and escorting these particulates to the ground/floor. This purifies the air you
breathe, with the result that you take in proportionately more oxygen with each breath.
So what’s the problem here? Air conditioning. It depletes the air of negative ions. Hence, one is
likely to have less oxygenated blood when living or working in air conditioning for long periods. Three
remedies are available: either pop outdoors from time to time for a hit of fresh air, open your windows,
or purchase an ion generator either for your room or for your building’s air handling system. Do not
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confuse ion generators with ozone generators, which may produce harmful levels of ozone. The fact
that people who live close to nature (as opposed to in the city) perform higher on assessments of focus
and memory (Brooks, 2011, loc. 6408) should close the book on this case!
Feeling safe. Safety comes in different modes: feeling psychologically safe (i.e., free from verbal
abuse), feeling physically safe (i.e., free from physical abuse and aggression), and behaviorally safe (i.e.,
free to make appropriate errors). When others condemn you at the slightest error, when they ridicule
you for being who you are, and when they use you as a punching bag, it would be understandable if
you were to withdraw into a cocoon‐like ball and seldom venture out into society. In the absence of
feeling safe, one would feel constrained to always “play it safe.” Such a way of life is the opposite of
well‐being. One must feel safe in all three ways in order to embrace goals and pursue them.
Financial freedom. Wealthy, highly developed countries tend to value a different kind of freedom
from poorer, less developed countries. (Bok, 2010) The former value personal freedom while the latter
value economic freedom. Where jobs are scarce and income inadequate, greater value is placed on the
freedom to be entrepreneurial than on governmental constraints on social behaviors such as abortion,
euthanasia, and terrorism. I am reminded of the euphoria in Russia when the hated ban on entrepre‐
neurial activity was lifted during perestroika, with the people taking to the streets with anything of
value to bring in cash—clothing, eggs, jewelry, books, furniture. Scenes of this new financial freedom
are particularly poignant in volume two of the economic documentary film Commanding Heights
(2002). Today in Mexico, cash is scarce for many, and thousands of street vendors offer colorful allure
to get your attention (and pesos).
Government efficiency. Regularity of payments, dependability of schedules, quality of services,
and speed of delivery are associated with citizens’ happiness levels, as government does its part in
making life less stressful. Bok (2010) writes that “how government functions and how citizens think it
functions have significant effects on their well‐being.”
Government responsiveness. When citizens perceive that government officials turn a deaf ear to
their requests for assistance, whether for needs pertaining to safety, health, education, transportation,
documentation, or other areas, then its citizens veer towards hopelessness or anger. On the other
hand, when government attempts to respond promptly to appropriate requests from individuals, the
people’s fears are allayed, their anger calmed, their despair abated, and sighs of relief abound. The
Arab Spring, the tidal wave of social unrest in 2011, showed what happens when, over time, govern‐
ment fails to respond to citizens’ needs. Promises, promises, say the people, as they topple first one,
then two, then several arrogant tyrants from power for their history of disregard for the needs of the
people. While tyrants topple, nearby kingdoms scurry for ways to improve their image by providing
long awaited concessions, lest they topple too.
Government trustworthiness. Trust is bimodal—to be trusted one must be both good and reliable.
You may trust me to do the right thing, but you may distrust me to do it in a timely manner. You may
trust me to do what I say in a timely manner, but you may not trust me to say the right things. This dual
62

Myths, Boosters, and Downers

aspect of trust is reflected in the New Testament lament of Paul: “The good I would I do not, and the ill
I would not I do.” A trusted government does the right things in a dependable manner. Fairness and
reliability. Do the right thing, and do it now. Bok (2010) mentions that the peoples’ trust of police is
more impactful on well‐being than their trust of the remainder of government, but both are important.
Law‐abiding/Law enforcement. Whether or not a society supports the rule of law is a specific in‐
stance of government trustworthiness, efficiency, and responsiveness. Knowledge that adequate laws
are in place, coupled with adequate enforcement of these laws, constitutes the rule of law. The cer‐
tainty that, when new laws are needed, government will be sufficiently responsive to enact them,
completes the rule of law. Sounds simple. However, not all citizens want the same laws. While most
people abhor rape, torture, theft, and murder, people are more divided on euthanasia and abortion.
Some feel that Kevorkian and Planned Parenthood violate the rule of law, and some feel that they rep‐
resent attempts to expand the law. Laws reflect culture, and not all aspects of culture are consistent
within that culture. The tension between the degree to which one is protected by law and the degree
to which one needs greater protection will never go away. But the knowledge that one can be heard,
that one can debate, provides some comfort.
Minimal corruption/violence. Happy campers lose their buzz when mugged, robbed, or expected
to pay bribes. Universally. However, the effect is greater when the prevalence of corruption and vio‐
lence is not consistently spread throughout a culture. Bok (2010) observes that happiness levels are
less affected by violence and corruption if the two are widely prevalent. However, happiness levels
are more severely decreased in cultures violence and corruption are more random. It is as though peo‐
ple adapt to violence and corruption when it is widespread and unavoidable. Also, when everyone is a
victim, there is no loss of face. When muggings abound, victims have less shame. Misery has company.
As Carol Graham (2010) puts it, “victimization will affect you less both because of lower stigma and be‐
cause you have already adapted to the increased likelihood that you will be a crime victim.” (loc. 1856)
Graham calls this the “adaptation hypothesis.” People get used to widespread crime and, for quite
some time, make their peace with it. She thinks this explains much of what has happened in Afghani‐
stan and explains the difficulty encountered in nation building there. In such countries where the
people have adapted to higher crime levels, their happiness levels are not affected. However, the well‐
being of the country as a whole is clearly at risk. In time, as witnessed with the Arab Spring of 2011, ad‐
aptation gives way to aspirations for a higher quality of life.
Personal freedom. Wealthy, highly developed countries tend to value a different kind of freedom
from poorer, less developed countries. (Bok, 2010) The former value personal freedom while the latter
value economic freedom. Where jobs are relatively plentiful and one is free to start a business if one
likes, personal freedom rises in importance, with economic freedom assumed. Hence, in the U.S. peo‐
ple get more worked up over abortion rights, voting rights, health care reform, euthanasia, and
censorship than over job creation and opportunity, income inequality, and taxation. In a meta‐analysis
of well‐being studies across 63 nations, Ronald Fischer and Diana Boer (2011) of Victoria University of
Wellington report that individual freedom is much more closely linked to happiness than income level,
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but that income is a way of acquiring personal freedom. The principle value of increased income, they
maintain, is that it enables greater personal freedom and expression of individualism.
Nonetheless, when considering freedom in its broadest sense, citizens’ happiness rise as their per‐
ceived freedom of their homeland rises. (Helliwell & Barrington‐Leigh, 2010) Again, whether talking
about personal or financial freedom, Graham (2010, loc. 1750) points out that freedom seems to mat‐
ter more to the happiness of those who have come to expect it than to those who do not. I suppose
this is why child psychologists say that it is easier to back away from discipline than to increase it—it is
easier to go easy than to get tough, for as people get used to their freedom they don’t like it en‐
croached on.
It should be noted that personal freedom includes the freedom to submit oneself to a circum‐
stance in which freedom is mostly surrendered. Joining the Marines or taking holy orders come to
mind. However, the virtue of personal freedom is that even though one might voluntarily give up one’s
freedom, one is also able to reclaim one’s freedom in the future. Throughout Ibsen’s play A Doll’s
House, Nora submits to the will of her husband Torvald, only to walk to her freedom at the end.
Retirement. For most people, assuming that financial security exists for them, retirement is wel‐
come and emotionally satisfying. Apart from the need to be free of financial worry, the well‐being
experienced during retirement is enhanced by spending time with friends and family, by deeds of altru‐
ism and service, and by having experiences. Also, if one wishes, one can continue one’s life work but on
their own terms. Research has shown that people who continue to take on new challenges in retire‐
ment tend to be happier and to maintain better emotional and mental acuity.
Status increase. The boosts provided by elevations in status are not just for well‐being: Higher sta‐
tus individuals live longer! Derek Bok (2010) reports on a study of Oscar nominees (best actor/actress,
and so forth) in which winners outlived the merely nominated an average of four years, “a curious fact
that cannot be explained by differences in income.” (loc. 1438) Bok mentions another status study, this
one conducted by Michael Marmot on British public officials. Higher‐level managers outlived lower
level managers by a wide margin. However, all the officials had plenty of income and the benefit of the
British health care system.
Studies cited by Carol Graham (2010, loc. 1408) have shown that the emotional boost from the
typical status increase lasts five years, which is five times longer than the boost from the typical salary
increase. Status increases would include, but be limited to, promotions, awards, new titles, and com‐
pletion of degrees, certificates, and licenses. Some joke that, with a Ph.D., one can present it at
Starbucks and get a latte for $5 (or whatever the regular price is). While status increases do not always
entail monetary increases, they almost always increase one’s self‐esteem. That is not the same thing as
happiness, but is a close cousin.
Note: I have placed “Status” here in the “Circumstance” section, as status‐boosting outcomes are
more often within the control of others, not of oneself. However, I do certainly acknowledge that one’s
effort and talent certainly influence others’ decisions to reward us with status‐boosting acts. Ulti‐
mately, most status decisions are controlled by others. I am aware of several exceptions, such as
purchasing a “paper” diploma (last time I looked, a Ph.D. from one paper diploma mill cost $1,000 with
no requirements other than a check that doesn’t bounce). Another exception is giving oneself a new
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and better sounding title (say, from sales rep to vice‐president for sales—I know someone who did
that!). These false‐status pranks perhaps work OK until someone starts probing. I questioned a guy
once who introduced himself as vice‐president of sales for XYZ, Inc. In a friendly but curious manner, I
asked how many reps he had working for him. He looked down and mumbled, “Just me. But we plan to
grow the department.” The company only had three people: president, vice‐president, and operator. It
lasted less than a year. In such cases, less insult to self‐esteem might come from introducing oneself as
“in sales,” handing out the card at some point, but not vocally calling oneself “vice‐president.” If it is
ever questioned, one can just say that’s the way the company printed it, or some such.
I once extended a job offer to someone with a Ph.D. Before welcoming him onboard, I decided to
check the authenticity of his diploma, only to find that it was “granted” by a diploma mill in the UK. The
British government had shut it down and was requesting all diplomas pointing to it be reported so that
the mill owner could be deported and prosecuted. Needless to say, I had to withdraw the job offer.
Temperate climate. What’s there to complain about if it’s never too hot and never too cold and
never too rainy and never too arid? But where is such a place? And is there room for everyone there?
The technology of winemaking is such that there is little excuse these days for not making an excellent
bottle of wine. The same goes for climate. The technology of climate control is such that there is little
excuse these days for not having an agreeable climate. I suspect that much of the impact of climate on
mood is related to what one grew up with and has become accustomed to. I grew up in the muggy heat
of eastern North Carolina and muggy heat doesn’t bother me—I feel right at home in it. That is not to
say, however, that my optimal climate is not temperate—ah, the bliss of a cool breeze in the shade of
the big oak tree!
Tolerance of minorities. Bok (2010, loc. 451) notes that a World Values study identified tolerance
of minorities as a boon to happiness levels, both for the minorities within a country as well as the re‐
mainder of the citizenry. This relationship holds regardless of how “minority” is defined—ethnicity,
faith, sex, sexual orientation, age, language, and so forth.
Trust. Trust is both a learned and an inherited characteristic. One can be born with higher or lower
levels of trust. We are finding that levels of chemicals such as oxytocin and vasopressin are associated
with the natural tendency to trust. When families dine together, oxytocin levels rise. When one
touches another in appropriate ways, oxytocin rises. When two people “do lunch,” oxytocin levels rise.
When parents ignore their infants through inadequate touch and caressing, oxytocin levels fall. To a
small degree, lost trust can be regained by progressive acts of intimacy, contrition, and right behavior.
But trust in others is not the only form of trust that is associated with higher happiness. Graham
(2010, loc. 1754) points out that happiness is positively affected by the rising degree one trusts both
the government of one’s country and political organizations such as the European Union, the United
Nations, and the International Monetary Fund (I write this as its head has been charged with raping a
hotel employee).
In Chapter 8, I will address the issue of trust in relationships.

65

The Owner’s Manual for Happiness

Trust in management. Bok (2010) relates that research by John Helliwell, Haifang Huang, and Rob‐
ert Putnam has identified trust in one’s managers as the feature of work that has the strongest effect
on one’s reported happiness, much more so than one’s pay level. Perhaps this is because if one trusts
one’s manager, one trusts that appropriate pay will be forthcoming.
Trust in public officials. Bok (2010) found that U.S. citizens report significantly less trust in their
politicos than do countries that score higher on happiness scales—countries such as Switzerland, the
Netherlands, and Denmark. He further speculates that Americans’ distrust in political leaders likely ac‐
counts for much of the country’s lower happiness scores, especially in light of it being one of the most
well‐to‐do.
Happiness Downers—What is Known to Decrease Happiness
The 29 downers are also divided into two groups: more a matter of
circumstance and more a matter of personal choice. Ten are matters of
choice, while 19 are matters of circumstance. For some of these, their cate‐
gory is arbitrary, as they are both circumstantial and subject to personal
choice. An example is alcohol excess: Genetic factors can predispose one to‐
wards alcoholism, but one can also exercise choice over what to do about it.
The same is true for hormone fluctuation—certainly a circumstance, but one
over which one does have some choices, such as medication, exercise, diet,
and psychotherapy.

Choice:
•
•
•
•
•

Alcohol abstinence
Alcohol excess
Commuting
Deep thinking
Envy

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aging (approaching middle age)
Anticipation of bad stuff
Being Female
Betrayal of trust
Chronic Pain
Disaster
Divorce/Separation
Extrinsic rewards for non‐algorithmic tasks
Hormone fluctuation
Job loss

•
•
•
•
•

Graduate educational level
Holding onto lost goals
Isolation
Mind‐wandering
Personal grooming

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of control
Loss of a loved one
Mental illness
Neurotoxins
Noise
Poverty
Sleep disorders
Stressors
Working

Circumstance:
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Choice:
Alcohol abstinence. (See “Alcohol moderation” above under Boosters/Choice.) Persons who say
that they abstain from consuming alcohol report lower levels of happiness than those who say they
consume moderate amounts. (Graham, 2010, loc. 1035) Three primary classes of folks abstain: those
who have never developed a taste for alcohol or its effects, those who refrain for religious or other val‐
ues‐based reasons, and those who are alcoholic and must refrain or suffer a relapse. In all three groups,
abstinence could serve as a constraint on making new and meaningful relationships, as well as a con‐
straint on developing existing relationships. I remember I once experimented with vegetarianism,
alcohol abstinence, and caffeine abstinence as the result of reading a biography of Leo Tolstoy (who
submitted to that regimen in midlife). During this phase, I went to a party comprised mostly of fellow
educators. An assistant superintendent nudged me and said, looking at my glass of ice and amber liq‐
uid, “Whatcha drinkin’?” Me: “Iced tea.” Well, this guy I had known for some years, and he knew that I
enjoyed a toddy or three. He challenged me with “Why? Taking antibiotics or something?” I uncomfort‐
ably explained that I was experimenting with Tolstoy’s way of life, so abstaining. He snorted, “Hmpf!
You think you’re better than the rest of us, huh?” Even though he smiled as he said it, I felt somewhat
caught, even shamed. I said, “Nah,” and immediately moseyed over to the bar and replaced one amber
with another amber of a different molecular structure. The rest is history. Social history. ;‐) On the flip
side, abstinence could enhance developing a relationship with a 12‐step or other values‐based group or
individual who value abstinence.
Alcohol excess. Excessive alcohol consumption is not the best relationship builder, nor is it the
best builder of self‐esteem. I recall a professor from my graduate school days who was an alcoholic. He
had a harpsichord and played it well. He and I joined a cellist and a violinist once every other week to
play 18th century chamber music. The evening went like this: For about an hour and a half, we played
while the harpsichordist drank bourbon (there’s that amber again) nonstop, taking a sip at the end of
every line, as it were. The rest of us took sips at the end of every movement. After this first 90 minutes,
the harpsichordist passed out. The three remaining played music that did not require keyboard, and
allowed the dozing ivorist to be a silent audience. Had he not passed out, alcoholic or not, his behavior
would have become aberrant in a way not conducive to relationship development and, hence, happi‐
ness: slurred speech, impaired memory, uninhibited language and gestures, domineering conversation
(or its opposite, withdrawal), and such. Nor is this intoxicated state conducive to thinking well of one‐
self. Feelings of remorse, shame, guilt, regret, and embarrassment are not associated with happiness or
well‐being or whatever we name it. Not everyone suffers who over‐imbibes, but more do than don’t,
enough to make their mean happiness level lower than that of others.
Commuting. Swiss economists Bruno Frey and Alois Stutzer (2008), who also conducted research
mentioned earlier on political involvement, examined levels of happiness associated with commuting.
They set out to examine what they called the “balance” hypothesis, whereby the supposed advantages
of higher pay and more desirable residential areas offset the negative effects of commuting. However,
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this was not the case. Commuting, even when done so for strong advantages, was consistently associ‐
ated with lower levels of well‐being. One pays an emotional price for commuting for whatever the
reason. Certainly one can offset some of these negative effects by one or more of various means: find‐
ing carpool companions who are stimulating conversationalists or even friends, listening to music or
recorded books, and the like.
Deep thinking. To engage in deep thinking is to attempt to understand the world as accurately as
possible. There is simply no way to think deeply without dwelling on both the pleasing and the disturb‐
ing. To think deeply is to understand the joys of romance as well as the seeming hopelessness of
eradicating terrorism, madness, greed, and their cousins. Deep thinking is inimical to optimism. In or‐
der to maintain optimism, one must think shallowly and narrowly, ignoring the details that do not
please. To be self‐deceived is to ignore one’s limitations and to take on the world. That is why people
who pursue university training beyond the bachelor’s level are less happy than those who stop with
their four‐year degree. Advanced education requires deep thinking: surveys of the literature, identify‐
ing weaknesses or limitations of one’s own research, submitting to the rigors of scientific method,
adhering to the findings of researchers before us, and so on. To conduct a research project and to have
to write it up, closing with a section called “Limitations of This Study” is not happiness‐inducing. To be a
graduate student is to embrace self‐criticism, not self‐deception. To be a career scholar is to live the life
of the critic, finding fault (as well as credit, of course) with students’ work, with colleagues’ work, and
with one’s own work. Kruger & Dunning (1995) reported that the most gifted in their field—surgeons,
athletes, writers, business leaders—have an acute sense of their errors and inadequacies, and they are
plagued by playing Monday‐morning quarterback to most everything that they do. They have a nagging
sense that they could always have done better. Meanwhile, people who perform one level lower than
these most gifted, in other words, people who are merely very good, tend to be clueless as to their in‐
adequacies and are characterized by supreme satisfaction with how things are going. It is the difference
in noble discontent and conceited content, of Brett Favre and Terrell Owens.
Envy. Not included as one of the seven deadly sins for noth‐
ing! In the 1496 engraving by Frenchman Nicholas le Rouge, the
envious suffer in hell by submersing their heated jealous passion
in freezing waters. I wrote earlier about spending money for an
item for its own sake, which is associated with higher well‐being,
versus spending money for an item in order to have something
equal to or better than what one’s neighbor (or other acquaint‐
ance) has. To want what others have is envy. One can never have
what others have: their spouse, their yard, their car, their reputa‐
tion. So to be envious is a losing battle. Want what you have, and
you have what you want. The ability to feel gratitude for what
one is and has is the core skill for fighting envy. More in Chapter 9
on altruism.
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Graduate educational level. See Downers/Choice/Thinking deeply. The bottom line: The more ed‐
ucation one has beyond an undergraduate degree, the more sees the faults in self, others, and the
world. This takes a significant toll on happiness levels.
Holding onto lost goals. Laura King and Joshua Hicks of the University of Missouri—Columbia
(2007) write that the mature personality—not necessarily the happy personality mind you—is able to
let go of lost opportunities, of missed goals. Cut bait, close up shop, call it quits, cut your losses, and
move on. Those who continue to pursue, or to grieve over, lost causes are doomed to a continuing as‐
sault on one’s level of well‐being. Psychologists call this “escalation of commitment,” or throwing good
resources after bad. The difference in escalation of commitment and “grit” is, according to my friend
Joe Cherepon, the evidence of progress towards one’s goal—some degree of reward for one’s continu‐
ing devotion or effort. Grit is continuing in the face of difficulty, but not blindly so, rather allowing
glimmers of tangible evidence of progress to fuel one’s continuation. In the absence of evidence of pro‐
gress, it is time to move on, to embrace new goals, and to detach oneself from the albatross of regret.
More on this in Chapter 7 on goals.
Isolation. No person is an island. Two of the best predictors for Alzheimer’s disease are isolation
and mental inactivity. Relationships boost mood. This is different from introversion and solitary activity.
More introverted persons typically prefer quieter settings with less sensory bombardment. One can
still maintain satisfying relationships without living in a three‐ring circus. Solitude is not isolation. I like
my solitude and am comfortable being apart from other people. However, I yearn for companionship
just as I yearn for solitude. To be isolated is to intentionally cut oneself off from companions. The story
of Ted Kaczynski (the Unabomber) comes to mind. Even the monks of Mt. Athos, who isolate them‐
selves from mainstream society, do not isolate themselves from one another. More in Chapter 8 on
Community. Lack of human interaction, both verbal and physical, is stressful and does damage to the
central nervous system over time.
Mind‐wandering. Some interesting recent research (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010) finds that the
ability to focus without distraction is mood boosting, while the tendency to allow one’s mind to wander
is associated with mood lowering. After reflecting on the content of Chapter 5, you will likely reach the
same conclusion I did. Mainly, when one is in flow, one’s mind doesn’t wander. When one is in flow,
one is at peace with the world, neither happy nor sad, but rather in gear, engaged. When one’s mind
wanders, one is either frustrated because the task is too demanding, bored because the task is too
easy, or unengaged in a task. To be frustrated, bored, or idle is to have a lowered sense of well‐being.
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Personal grooming. I suspect that the relationship of happi‐
“Dressing up is a bore.
ness to personal grooming is highly dependent on the groomer’s
At a certain age, you
1) intelligence and 2) reason for grooming. Personally, I believe
decorate yourself to atthat grooming is a boring activity in need of the quickest possible
tract the opposite sex,
completion—20 minutes maximum, for shower, shave, deodor‐
and at a certain age, I
ant, brush, and pull‐ons. So fast it is hard to be bored, as I am
did that. But I'm past
that age.”
focused on balancing myself so as not to fall. To not be bored by
--Katharine Hepburn
personal grooming is to either 1) lack sufficient intelligence to
wish to be engaged in something else more challenging or 2) to
be preparing for an encounter that requires extraordinary atten‐
tion to grooming. If I take more than 20 minutes to groom myself as I prepare to be father‐of‐the‐bride
at my two daughters’ weddings, that is because I am desirous of pleasing my daughters by not commit‐
ting such solecisms as mismatched socks, navy instead of black, splotches on my shoe, or hairs and
dandruff (horrors) on the back of my coat. It is a sign that I care for them and their feelings. I don’t care
for the values of what I see as excessive grooming, but that is another matter.
My wife once had long, Godiva‐like, golden tresses. It took an inordinate amount of time for her to
wash, untangle, dry, and shape her locks. But the results were stunningly simple and lovely. However,
when she (and I) started our own business, something had to give. Taking such time to groom meant
getting up too early or beginning work too late. She cut her hair. Still lovely and stunningly simple, but
oh so much quicker. Where there is a full, active life, let us celebrate minimizing time on personal
grooming, and thus maximizing our happiness.

Circumstance:
Aging (approaching middle age). See the explanation of aging (approaching seniority) under
Boosters/Circumstances above. To recap briefly, as we approach middle age, we experience gradual
decreases in mood that are associated with increasing complexity, child‐rearing, marital stress, and ca‐
reer developments, culminating in the nadir of a U‐shaved curve that is associated with the legendary
midlife crisis. Clearly these are averages, as some who maintain relatively simple lives and high quality
relationships may avoid the decline typical of most. Along this line of thinking, consider the conversa‐
tion that Eric Weiner (2008) had with Karma Ura, who coordinates a think tank in Bhutan, a country
that scores high on happiness levels and that tracks its Gross National Happiness rather than its Gross
National Product. Ura has the reputation of being the country’s national philosopher of happiness.
Asked his secret, he replies to Weiner, “I have achieved happiness because I don’t have unrealistic ex‐
pectations.” (p. 63) When Weiner conducted interviews in high‐scoring Denmark, a similar theme
emerged. Lesson: To prevent the downward happiness spiral towards middle age, surrender high ex‐
pectations for career and all else and learn to be “happy with what is.” This may be attractive to some,
but others clearly embrace the excitement of creation and discovery, preferring it to the calmer waters
of happiness. I am reminded of the Princeton Nobel Laureate John Forbes Nash (of the book and film A
Beautiful Mind), who resisted medication for schizophrenia because it robbed him of his mental pow‐
ers. He struggled to live with his demons alongside his mathematics rather than clear away the demons
70

Myths, Boosters, and Downers

and along with them his passion. As it were, the medications would have drained the baby along with
the bath water.
Anticipation of bad stuff. Dread is dreadful. Just as the anticipation of good stuff (“I can’t wait ‘til
our beach vacation!”) provides a boost in mood throughout the waiting period, so does dread of future
unpleasant events cast a dark cloud over the waiting period (“I dread the proofreading job I’m going to
have to do on this manuscript.”) Even though future unpleasant events can’t always be changed to lift
the dark cloud of dread, one can change how one frames or manages them. For example, a dreaded
event might be followed by a reward for having survived the dreaded event, as in having a gelati after
the proofreading is complete (or, if it is really bad, maybe a gelati after proofreading each chapter!).
Being female. Researchers Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers of The Wharton School of the Uni‐
versity of Pennsylvania report (2009) that the last four decades have witnessed a decline in women’s
level of happiness, in spite of being better off materially. While women c. 1970 reported higher levels
of happiness in comparison to men, more recent studies show a sizable gap in which not only do
women report lower levels of happiness than they did in the 70s—they also report lower levels of hap‐
piness than men (Exception: African American females are happier now than they used to be, but less
so than African American males). Much of the explanation entails the changing role of women in U.S.
society. Women have taken on more new roles without typically relinquishing any of their former ones.
As Maureen Dowd quipped in a recent op ed column in The New York Times, “If they once judged
themselves on looks, kids, hubbies, gardens and dinner parties, now they judge themselves on looks,
kids, hubbies, gardens, dinner parties—and grad school, work and meshing a two‐career marriage.”
Clearly there’s a solution here, and it is a combination of choice and circumstance: If a woman is mar‐
ried to a traditional male who declines to take on kids, gardens, and dinner parties (I’m assuming the
distaff sex must still do their looks and accept their mate), then either you ditch him for a more egali‐
tarian male. Or, you ditch gardens and dinner parties (hire them out). So, when you take on new
responsibilities, you have to let go of old ones. Basic law of physics.
Marcus Buckingham expands on the decline on women’s happiness (2009) by identifying what
happier women do to reverse the decline:
•
•
•
•

Embrace who they are and let go of wishing they were who they aren’t. This will be discussed in some
detail in Chapter 6, where we define the typical personal characteristics that make us who we are, and
how we are similar and different.
Prioritize—weed the garden, as it were. Say goodbye to energy and resource drains that are less im‐
portant to them.
Focus on activities that make them feel good, strong, worthy, needed, and don’t worry about maintain‐
ing some arbitrary sense of “balance” in your life. i.e., don’t keep something on your plate just because
others say you should.
Know, affirm, and ask for what gives you a sense of vitality.

Betrayal of trust. When you have an understanding with a person, and that person violates that
understanding, you tend to feel betrayed. When we make promises, whether marital, business, interra‐
cial, or casual, and either of us breaks that promise, both feel a decrease of well‐being. If you break our
promise, then I feel angry, sad, maybe even shamed. If I break our promise, then I feel guilty, anxious,
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maybe even shamed. The path to rebuilding trust is more difficult than the path to betraying it. All too
often, betrayals of trust abrogate the relationship, as both parties feel that the only way to rebuild trust
is to start over again with someone else, someone with whom we have no history, no garbage. How‐
ever, betrayal of trust does not have to mean the dissolution of a contract. It does mean that the
contract may need to be renegotiated. Based on the number of books on the subject, many are ready
with advice.
Chronic pain. Chronic physical pain and chronic psychological pain can occur separately or to‐
gether. People with chronic physical pain often benefit from consulting a pain specialist, who also can
help handle psychological distress. Such a physician has many ways to help patients, including correctly
prescribing potentially addictive medications (most pain patients do not become addicted to pain
meds). Unfortunately, other physicians often prescribe only medication for physical or psychological
pain. Especially with psychological pain, changes in behavior also are necessary. The meds are intended
to permit the behavioral changes. Prescribing a med for a malady without assisting the patient in un‐
derstanding the personal decisions, circumstances, and behaviors that lead to the malady is
irresponsible, ineffective, and, with some drugs, encourages addiction. To prescribe without training
for behavior change is like giving a job searcher unlimited free room and board and clothing and enter‐
tainment with no expectation of having to set up job interviews and actually trying to land a new job—
they become addicted to the easy life without working and give short shrift to trying to find a new job.
With proper supervision, pharmaceuticals can alleviate pain as the sufferer learns new skills to mini‐
mize or even eliminate the pain. Bok (2010) reports that only about 15% of seriously depressed
individuals get adequate treatment, which usually involves drug and behavioral treatment.
Disaster. When disaster—flood, fire, tornado, gang violence, hate crimes, war, epidemic, drive‐by
killing, tsunami—strikes, everyone affected feels a drop in well‐being. Yet, if there is one thing that dis‐
aster can chalk up to the good, it is calling forth the character of a community. The trite version of this
is that when life gives us lemons, make lemonade. The closest I have ever come to being part of a disas‐
ter was Hurricane Hugo in 1989. I was more inconvenienced than pained. However, I have fond
memories of neighbors pooling resources. One night we had a dozen people at our home, each bring‐
ing makings for spaghetti, as we combined thawing meat and perishing salad makings (and aging
wines!) to prepare a feast for friends, with several who had no heat in their homes staying with us
overnight.
Disaster is also a time for government to reestablish citizens’ trust, and for us to discover the de‐
gree of efficiency in government. After the New Orleans disaster with Hurricane Katrina in 2005, many
government agencies found themselves in the position of having to reestablish trust with the people.
Subsequent disasters have provided ample opportunity for government to strut its stuff, with overall
satisfactory results.
Divorce/Separation. Bok (2010) relates that the victims of divorce experience on average a de‐
crease of five points in happiness (on a 100‐point scale), and a maritally separated person's happiness
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decreases an average of eight points, with both effects lasting up to a decade. This protracted depres‐
sive effect is unusual, as most people tend to rebound from other downers more quickly than that. Bok
(loc. 371) says normally several months are sufficient to recover from other reversals of fortune.
Extrinsic rewards for non‐algorithmic tasks. Put simply, virtue should be its own reward. We risk
turning spontaneous good behavior into conditional good behavior when we use animal training tech‐
niques to encourage good behavior. When a pigeon approaches the desired target, we reward them
with a food pellet. When a dog heels, we offer a pat and a bone. When a human child does their home‐
work… No! Stop right there. Do not pass Go. Do not give money. Do not give ice cream. Perhaps a smile
or an attaboy/girl. Kids are not pets. If we treat kids like pets, we are risking the probability that they
will arrive at a point where they only perform for the promise of a tangible reward: money, sweets, and
so forth. (Pink, 2009)
Extrinsic rewards are associated with extrinsic goals. Goals that others (teachers, bosses, parents,
partners) impose upon you are extrinsic. Goals that you set for yourself, that originate from within your
personal wants and needs, are intrinsic goals. Goals that you set for yourself, but only to please some‐
one else, are in fact extrinsic goals.
Hormone fluctuation. In both men and women, hormones vary by time of day, time of month,
time of year, and placement in one’s hierarchy. Many resources are available for understanding these
issues and what one’s options are for minimizing their effect. For example, the classic PMS for women
can be minimized by taking moderate snacks through the appropriate days involved so as to even out
levels of blood sugar. This technique was developed by London’s Katharina Dalton, a physician who also
treats PMS with progesterone, diet, and/or exercise. Men, on the other hand, experience VMT (Violent
Male Testosterone), which can be treated behaviorally and/or pharmaceutically with testosterone sup‐
pressors. Competitive exercise increases testosterone levels when one wins, and lowers it when one
loses. So, for a man to do his best to minimize VMS prior to an important activity, he might 1) engage in
a competitive sport against someone he is sure to lose to (unless losing makes him angry), or 2) engage
in noncompetitive, aerobic exercise (such as running), which has a calming effect.
Job loss. Bok (2010) points out that the involuntary loss of one’s job—through firing, reduction in
force, position elimination, business failure, market downturn, or some other unforeseen reason—is a
universally acknowledged mood bandit. In fact, job loss creates greater drops in reported happiness
levels than either marital divorce or separation. This assumes, of course, that job loss was involuntary
and a partner was rejected by their spouse. Clearly, divorce or separation can be a mood lifter for some
who found the marriage itself depressive.
A seldom‐understood fact is that if someone loses a job, even if a job paying the same quickly re‐
places it, the person may not achieve the same level of happiness they had before they were let go. It is
not just the absence of income—that can be addressed by unemployment insurance—it is the shock,
embarrassment, and shame at being assessed as unwanted, unneeded, incompetent, or some such.
Bok observes that the U.S. does far less than other nations with respect to easing the pain of job loss.
The circumstance of job loss should be a target of government as well as private intervention and sup‐
port. Unemployment insurance and educational assistance are two forms of such support.
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Lack of control. In his highly readable The Geography of Bliss, Eric Weiner (2008) describes the cul‐
tures of several countries rated higher and lower on Veenhoven’s list of nations' happiness. Near the
bottom, Moldova is a fragmented country in which citizens do not trust government and feel little per‐
sonal control over their lives. The current term for this condition is disempowerment. Empowered
people feel capable of solving their problems. Disempowered people do not. Stress—a major cause of
unhappiness—is nothing but the inability to remove an obstacle from one’s way. Stressors are what
keep you from accomplishing what you need to accomplish. When you feel you have no control over a
stressor, you feel helpless. When this feeling pervades all areas of your life, you are unhappy. The prob‐
lem here is that often persons perceive that they have no control over aspects of their lives when in
fact they do. In order to find some control, some of us require assistance. All too often, the decision to
exercise control is simply a matter of personality traits, with some people being more naturally optimis‐
tic than others. Some spouses of alcoholics capitulate, while others like Evelyn Ryan enter jingle
contests and prevail. This is to say that while lack of control is often a “circumstance” apparently be‐
yond one’s control, occasionally there are opportunities for control that need only to be revealed.
Another form on control that is circumstantial is autonomy at work—a situation in which one can
choose what one does, at one extreme, versus being told what to do. Starting in 1967, Michael Marmot
of University College London began the Whitehall Studies, which collected‐health data from 10,000
government employees at various salary levels. He found that higher salaried jobs were more stressful
but were associated with greater health and longevity, while lower salaried jobs were associated with
increased probability of earlier death from coronary heart disease. The explanation for this effect was
that the imposed, repetitive tasks associated with low salary jobs were more stressful than the pres‐
sure associated with high salary jobs. Having little or no choice over what kind of tasks one engaged in
was associated with more sick days, more mental illness, and more back ailments. (Iyengar, 2010)
Loss of a loved one. Economist Paul Fritjers of Australia’s University of Queensland has studied the
relative impact of major life events on happiness levels and determined that the death of a partner or
child has two profound effects. First, you can take the positive effect of a good marriage and double
the negative strength of how death of a loved one sends happiness plummeting. Both in intensity and
duration, the grief of loss by death is twice that of the joy of gaining a relationship. Moreover, the ef‐
fect on men is more than twice the effect on women, with men apparently more emotionally
dependent on their wives' support than wives are on their husbands. This makes sense with respect to
the woman typically being more attuned to relationship needs and having more empathy towards
those around her than do men. Men would typically have fewer emotional resources outside the mar‐
riage than would the woman, and women as a rule would find it easier to develop whatever resources
would be needed after such a loss.
Mental illness. Bok (2010) urges the health care industry, with or without government assistance,
to find a way to a) properly identify all persons with mental illness, b) get them properly diagnosed, and
c) hook them up with appropriate treatments. But someone with distress that's mental (emotional,
psychological, whatever you wish to call it, should not wait for outside help to find them. If a troubled
person seeks qualified help, that's already progress.
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Neurotoxins. Pollutants in air, water, paint, plastics, and other environmental media not only play
a role in damaging health—they also have an adverse effect on mood. Leonard Sax (2007) has identi‐
fied phthalates in plastic bottles and food storage containers as leaching into the containers’ contents
when heated, as in warming food or beverage in plastic containers in a microwave, or sitting in the sun
for some time. These phthalates apparently mimic estrogen with devastating effects on boys—namely,
endocrine imbalances and anomalies that lead to anomie/lack of motivation. See more about Sax’s
work in Appendix D of Howard & Howard (2011).
Noise. The OSHA threshold for noise levels that damage hearing is 89 decibels. The typical hair
dryer is 90 decibels. Oops! On the basis of that information, persons who use hair dryers should use
earplugs. A hockey‐game crowd registers 120 decibels on average. Daily use of hair dryers and regular
attendance at hockey games will damage one’s hearing, unless precautions are taken. Check the Inter‐
net for OSHA decibel levels of noisy activities that you must endure, and then use earplugs that will
significantly decrease those noise levels. My wife and I have a pet peeve: movie theatres that turn the
volume so high that it hurts to hear it. We are convinced that the operators are hearing‐damaged from
ear buds pumping pulsating punk to a middle ear that was made for birds and waves.
Various studies show that chronic noise, such as overhead airplanes taking off and landing, is asso‐
ciated with residents, especially children, showing increased blood pressure, heart attacks, impaired
physical and cognitive development, lower educational achievement, lower overall health, and, among
children, lower reading levels and poorer language skills. (Stewart, 2011) One study by Arlene Bronzaft
(in Stewart, 2011) showed problems among sixth grade students whose classrooms in New York City
were on the side of the building adjacent to the elevated subway trains that passed by every 4.5
minutes. They tested a full grade level lower than their peers on the other side of the building away
from the incessant noise. Not only did the noise cause emotional strain, but instructors lost over 10% of
instructional time because of having to stop for the trains. Interestingly, when this effect was revealed,
authorities built noise reduction structures and, voila, the reading achievement differences disap‐
peared! Similar improvements in reading and memory accompanied Munich’s (Germany) airport’s
move from a residential to a remote area. Apparently students undergo a stress response that tunes
out not only the unrelenting and unwanted noises but also tunes out the speech of their teachers.
Noise in hospitals also impacts patients’ health and recovery speed, with levels having grown from an
average of 57 decibels (from sirens, machinery, monitoring equipment, and so forth) in the 1960s to an
average of 72 in 2011. The recommended limit of noise around patients, especially in neonatal units, is
35 decibels. Another new and growing source of noise is power‐generating wind turbines. No evidence
has shown damage to date, but studies are underway. Look for results. There is reason to believe that
studies will show sleep interruption, headaches, and elevated stress in residential areas near the so‐
called “wind farms.” (Pierpont, 2009; Novotney, 2011)
Noise is stressful, especially when modulating it is out of our control. Irregular noise is even more
stressful than regular noise. A leaky faucet that goes drip…drip…drip…drip…drip…drip is less stressful
than one that goes drip…drip‐drip……drip..drip…drip………..drip‐drip. The first series of drips occurs with
steady regularity so you can “habituate” to, or get accustomed to it. The second series, by its very irreg‐
ularity, resists habituation. I can read with a regular noise in the background. An irregular noise
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prevents my getting used to it and ignoring it. One remedy for such attention‐grabbing noises is the use
of “white noise.” At the office, I have a little machine that is a white noise generator. I can choose rain
forest, ocean waves, a low hum, or a gentle rain, and the noise plays indefinitely in a regular pattern. It
masks other, more irregular noises, so that concentration is easier.
Poverty. British epidemiologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett (2009) in their data‐rich The
Spirit Level: Why Greater Equality Makes Societies Stronger make the case that income inequality is a
major determinant of many of the downers I have listed. When the best‐off 1% of the populace have
greater total net worth than all of the lowest 90%‐‐and that is true in the U.S. today, income is said to
be unequally distributed. If all of the individuals in the lower 90% brought in the $75,000 per household
that I have identified earlier as the base requirement for happiness, then there would be no problem.
But that is not the case. Societies with greater income inequality, according to these two researchers,
have more prisoners, drug abuse, violent crime, gangs, and widespread distrust. They also have poorer
health overall, plus more suicide, other mental illness, obesity, infant mortality, pregnant children, and
school dropouts...
Sleep disorders. A major source of misery is inadequate sleep due to the body’s failure to sleep
when needed. A study by Daniel Kahneman (2006) found that the negative effect of inadequate sleep
on mood was greater than the effect of any other factor in the study, including job quality, education
level, and income. (I am not including here sleep deprivation caused by an individual’s refusal to get a
good night’s sleep—those ambitious, aggressive night owls who’d rather chug Red Bull and espresso
than be seen as a wimp who gets a good night’s sleep. Such night owls have their own mental trou‐
bles.) Here, we are dealing only with those individuals who wish to get a good night’s sleep but who
just can’t get to sleep and stay asleep long enough to feel refreshed afterwards. Allan Pack, neuroscien‐
tist at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, has explained the effect of sleep deprivation
with the “unfolded protein response.” New proteins in one’s cells must “fold” properly in order to
achieve the proper three‐dimensional structure. Sleep deprivation prevents proper folding and leads to
aggregated clusters of malformed proteins that interfere with normal alertness and cause fatigue and
disorientation. A good night’s sleep will eliminate unfolded proteins and replace them with the right
stuff. In a podcast on Pack’s work (“Sleep,” May 24, 2007), WNYC’s Radiolab hosts quipped that “sleep
is the best housemaid you’ve ever had in the hotel of you.”
Sleep clinic studies are expensive and not always covered by one’s insurance. An adequate health
care system would make a good night’s sleep a universal right. But everyone does not need a costly
sleep study to find out what their body’s doing wrong. It could be that they are not victims of a sleep
disorder, but that they are victims of their own choices. Education by family doctors, counselors, teach‐
ers, and the media can help individuals learn how certain choices interfere with sleep: excessive
caffeine, consuming caffeine to close to sleep onset, exercising too close to sleep onset, eating too
close to sleep onset, and the like. Information on good choices for good sleep abound. One of Amer‐
ica’s biggest problems—obesity—aggravates sleep quality. A friend who had sleep apnea and slept
nightly with a breathing machine (C‐PAP) lost 100 pounds and the apnea as well. The body is a system,
and disruptions in one part of it can affect performance in other parts.
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To give sleeping pills or C‐PAP machines to help someone sleep without first determining whether
they are engaging in sleep‐disturbing behaviors is irresponsible. Taking a sleeping pill after consuming
too much caffeine, for example, is like giving Ritalin to a teenager who eats donuts for breakfast and
drinks Red Bull throughout the day.
Stressors. A stressor is anything that obstructs you from making progress towards a goal. Stressors
are not intrinsically good or bad. If I am trying to get to work on time, and my partner wants to play,
then her wanting to play—intrinsically a good thing—becomes a stressor because it interferes with my
goal attainment. If I have to drop out of school in order to care for a dependent family member, then
that caregiving is a stressor. Things become stressors when we feel that we have no control over them.
So, if my car has a flat tire, and I have the proper tools and a fresh tire to use, the flat is not so stressful.
I have some control over the situation. However, if my car has a flat on the way to an important meet‐
ing, and my cell phone has no towers, and there is no traffic on the road I’m on, and I have no spare
tire, then I am out of options, and the flat tire becomes a serious stressor. On the other hand, if my car
has a flat on the way to an important meeting, and my cell phone has towers, and I know someone
who is also going to the meeting, and I can call them and ask for a lift, and I can also call AAA to come
fix the flat, then what was a stressor in one situation is no longer so intense a stressor.
So, the key to stressors is our degree of personal control over them. When a stressor interferes
with one of our short or long‐term goals, we need to assess how important the goal is and how potent
the stressor is. If the goal is unimportant, or if we can somehow modify the goal, then the stressor is
less bothersome. The key to offsetting the decrease of well‐being caused by stressors is to exert our
control by either a) modifying the goal or b) disempowering the stressor. In short, we need to either
change our goal or figure out a way to accomplish it.
Working. For too many people, work is for survival. One recent survey reported that 70% of Ameri‐
cans would change jobs if one were available. In no surveys I have seen is work correlated positively
with happiness, well‐being, or whatever. Again, this is not an absolute. Some of the population finds
their work satisfying, meaningful, perhaps even happiness‐inducing. For most, however, it is a neces‐
sary drudgery. Bok (2010) reports that the typical retiree reports greater pleasure in retirement than
when working.
These sobering conditions lead me to two suggestions. First, we need to help people learn to find
work that enables them to experience the five modes of positive being (explained in Part Two). Second,
we need to train people in skills for leisure, not just skills for work, so that they may begin now to en‐
rich their lives before retirement and then continue with these skills after retirement.
In closing this discussion of uppers and downers, I want to mention a prevalent principle that af‐
fects many of the individual factors I have presented. This is the principle of social comparison: upward
comparison and downward comparison. (Christakis & Fowler, 2009) According to this phenomenon,
people have a tendency to compare themselves to others who are higher on a significant factor, and
also compare themselves to persons who are lower. People tend to feel better/happier when they have
more than their neighbors, or coworkers, or friends, or even family, have, and worse when they have
less. For example, a beautiful woman feels better about herself when her “competition” (office mates,
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teammates, and so forth) is less beautiful. However, the same beautiful woman would be less satisfied
when her competition is more beautiful. In the former case, she would be more likely to rest on her
current level of beauty. In the latter case, she would be more likely to pursue strategies that, in her
mind, would make her more beautiful, which could include anything from using a different cosmetic to
plastic surgery and anything in between (e.g., wardrobe). Or, if a man makes more than his “competi‐
tion,” he feels better than if, even at the same income level, he were making less than they. In effect,
with most of these boosters and downers, a person’s felt well‐being would be enhanced if they felt
they possessed boosters to a greater degree than their comparison groups, and/or they felt downers to
a lesser degree.
And, one last “last” comment: One of the great downers not mentioned above is “the insistence on
not accepting that happiness is ephemeral.” (Punset, 2007) One option to the rat race of constantly
chasing boosters and eliminating downers and avoiding myths is to find options to happiness that are
just as satisfying as happiness itself. And you will get a cornucopia of suggestions along this line in Part
Two of this book. Be patient!
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