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Introduc)on
- Before the 17th century, in Western Civilization happiness was considered to be a matter of “luck, virtue, or divine favor”;
thus, only very few lucky, virtuous, or chosen people could achieve it..*
*[In “every Indo-European language, without exception, going all the way back to the ancient Greek, the word for
happiness is a cognate with the word for luck.” (Darrin M. McMahon, “Happiness the Hard Way”]
- In the 17th century, however, the idea of happiness was democratized and a new belief was born: that all people have a
right to be happy.
(Source: Darrin M. McMahon, “Happiness the Hard Way,” The Science of Happiness Course, Week 1)
A century later, the pursuit of happiness was included in the United States Declaration of Independence as one of the three
unalienable rights.
- The definitions of happiness and how one should go about acquiring it have varied with changing scientific views,
cultural beliefs, political ideologies, etc. In this sense, it is possible to talk about popular (or fashionable, or current)
approaches to pursuing happiness.
- During the past few decades, happiness has become a subject of intense scientific study in the fields of psychology and
neuroscience, but also in economics, medicine, etc.
- This has produced a body of knowledge that is now being taught at universities, in schools, and at various centers and
institutes, and promoted in how-to books, and elsewhere. In short, the latest popular approach to finding happiness is
science-based and scholastic in nature.
- This science-based approach fits in our currently dominant worldview, which sees science as the most reliable source of
knowledge and a field in which truth requires empirical proof (rather than, for example, being derived from the first
principles or from a religious doctrine). This makes teaching happiness acceptable to mainstream educational institutions
and other institutions.

The Science-Based Approach Paradigm
a. Happiness is not just the absence of misery; it is a separate phenomenon that is a valid and worthy subject
of scientific study in its own right.
b. Happiness can be measured.
c. We can use the scientific method to study happiness: formulate hypotheses, devise experiments to test these
hypotheses, and make predictions based on the findings. The results can be considered to be scientifically
proven. (Many people engaged in this new approach are affiliated with mainstream clinics, universities, and
publications.)
d. Happiness is not only something written in our genes or something determined by our circumstances; it is
also a learnable skill. Biology determines only about 50% of our happiness levels: the rest is up to us.
In other words, “A good life can be taught.”

Today, happiness research and
instruc)on are everywhere, and
there is a huge industry teaching
people how to be happy.
Some Examples Follow:

The interna0onal conference Happiness and Its
Causes will this year be held in Sidney, Australia

In Cyberspace:
Medita0on Apps By Headspace

In Business: The Execu0ve Happiness

The Execu0ve Joy Ins0tute

Ray White: Happiness Leads to Success
An Amazon bestseller

In the Coaching Industry:
Happiness Advantage Coaches

Forbes Magazine on Happiness

Forbes: How to Use Happiness
Research to be a BeOer Leader

The Wall Street Journal: Thinking
Happy Thoughts at Work

Happiness in Schools:
The Happiness Project

Teaching Happiness in School

Happiness Lesson Plans

Mar)n Seligman, the Founder of
Posi)ve Psychology
The most credit (or blame) for this incursion of science into the areas whose claims previously required little or
no scientific support, such as the self-help industry, the positive thinking movement, or religion, probably goes to
the psychologist Martin Seligman, who is considered to be the founder of Positive Psychology.
In a 1998 speech given to the American Psychological Association, of which he was then the president, Seligman
said that while psychology has always studied the causes of human misery, it is time to start the inquiry into what
makes people happy.
According to Seligman, in order to be truly happy, you need three things:
1. Pleasant Life (You need pleasure and gratification.) Strategies for achieving this include: find peace with the
past by using gratitude and forgiveness; be hopeful and optimistic about the future; and, increase happiness in the
present by “breaking habituation, savoring experiences, and using mindfulness.”
2. Good Life (This is achieved by developing strengths and virtues.) Seligman’s website lists six virtues that are
valued in almost every culture: 1) wisdom and knowledge, 2) courage, 3) love and humanity, 4) justice, 5)
temperance, and 6) spirituality and transcendence, and 24 strengths (for example, patience which, when
developed, can lead to the virtue of temperance).
3. Meaningful Life (Your life must have meaning and purpose.) You should use your strengths and virtues for
something bigger than yourself in order to achieve long-term happiness. Csikszentmihalyi (a prominent
researcher of happiness) suggests that this is achieved by pursuing creative work, which helps us experience flow
and gives life greater meaning. Seligman added that acts of altruism and kindness are ways to achieve flow and,
therefore, meaning and greater happiness.

Posi0ve Psychology Center,
University of Pennsylvania

In the remainder of this presenta)on:
I will focus on three examples of the science-based approach to teaching happiness.
1. The online course, The Science of Happiness, at the University of California, Berkley, which grew out of
the faculty’s interests in the field of positive psychology and the long waiting lists for the undergraduate
courses offered on the subject;
2. The book Happier, by Tal Ben-Shahar, PhD, which grew out of the extremely popular undergraduate
positive psychology course that Ben-Shahar taught at Harvard in 2002; and
3. The Mayo Clinic Handbook for Happiness, by Amit Sood, MD. The book and the center (affiliated with the
Mayo Clinic) grew out of Dr. Sood’s practice as a physician.
The What and the How of Happiness:
In education, we talk about the what (the subject matter) and the how (the best instructional strategies to teach
that subject matter). The views discussed here can be presented along similar lines:
The What will refer to the authors’ understanding of happiness, including the factors that contribute to it.
The How will refer to the strategies recommended for increasing one’s happiness. (In reference to Sonya
Lyubomirsky’s book, The How of Happiness.)
For each of the three examples, I will discuss the what and the how.

Example #1: The Science of Happiness
This online course is offered under the banner of Berkley’s Greater Good Center.
About the Teachers:
- Dacher Keltner, PhD, is a professor of Psychology at Berkley and one of the top experts in positive psychology; he is also
the founder and the faculty director of the Greater Good Science Center.
- Emiliana Simon-Thomas, PhD, is a neuroscientist. She is the science director of the Greater Good Center.
- Numerous guest lecturers, a veritable Who’s Who list of the happiness researchers.
About the Course:
Dacher Keltner taught a positive psychology class at Berkley for years. There was so much interest (e.g., 400 students on
the waiting list for a class that takes 200) that he and Emiliana Simon-Thomas decided to offer an open and free online class
on the subject.
The class first became available in the Fall of 2014; by now tens of thousands of people from all over the world have taken
it. (I took it in the spring of 2016.)
The course lasts ten weeks and offers an overview of the latest scientific findings on happiness (the What”) as well as the
research-based (or at least research-confirmed) practical strategies for nurturing one’s own happiness (the How). It devotes
one week to the Introduction (which outlines the philosophical and scientific perspectives on happiness), and then it allots
one week each to the seven things/practices that the latest research has shown contribute to happiness. Two weeks are
reserved for exams, a midterm and a final.
(The instructors stay current with new developments in happiness research and update each new section of the course as
needed.)

Online Class
The Science of Happiness

Greater Good Science Center, Berkley

The What:

According to the Spring 2016 syllabus: true, long-term happiness “is inextricably linked to having
authentic, meaningful social ties, and contributing to something bigger than yourself—the greater good.”
Having a pleasant life is not enough. (So, both meaning and pleasure are essential).
According to the latest research, the following factors have been proven to increase our happiness levels:
1. Social connections (being part of something greater than you, such as a community, family,
relationship, etc.) [So, not a lone-wolf, me-first attitude.]
2. Compassion, empathy, and kindness [so, not a “cutting negative people out of your life” approach,
sometimes advocated by the positive thinking movement].
3. Cooperation, peacemaking, and reconciliation [so, not competition and winning, not war, and
definitely not bullying].
4. Mindful awareness (being present, living in the moment by practicing meditation, noticing novel
things, etc.) [so not multitasking, overscheduling, and mindlessly rushing through your days, without
ever being fully present].
5. Self-compassion, which leads to resilience [so, not self-blame].
6. Experiences of awe, wonder, and beauty. (Esthetic experiences are essential for a good life; they are
not just the cherry on the sundae.) [So, one shouldn’t reduce one’s life experience to solving practical
problems.]
7. Finding your fit. [What makes a person happy is specific to that person.]

The How
The course teaches ten happiness strategies/practices related to the above-mentioned happiness factors:
1. Three good things. Directions: One or two times a week, write down three good things that happened to you that day.
They can be small, such as seeing a beautiful flower or receiving a phone call from a friend. Occasionally re-read these
pages. This will elicit positive feelings.
2. Active listening. Directions: Approach a conversation with an honest intention to understand what the other person is
feeling or thinking.
3. Random acts of kindness. Directions: A few times a week, do something nice for someone. Bring a coworker a cup
of coffee, compliment someone’s hair, or volunteer.
4. Forgiving and building trust. Directions: Don’t hold on to past grievances. Practice forgiveness.
5. Practice mindfulness. Use meditation or another mindfulness practice to be present.
6. Self-compassionate letter. Directions: Often, when we make a mistake, we are harder on ourselves than we would be
on our friends. Tell yourself what you would tell a friend if he or she came to you for comfort. Write a letter to yourself
about this.
7. Best possible self. Directions: Imagine yourself in the future exactly as you dream to be. Give yourself everything
you want. While you will probably never be/get all that, this will remind you what to aim for.
8. Gratitude letter. Directions: Write a letter to someone, expressing gratitude for what they have done for you. Read it
to them, if possible.
9. Gratitude journal. Directions: Keep a gratitude journal. At the end of the week or on certain days, write down things
you are grateful for. Re-read these pages from time to time.
10. Awe walk. Directions: Take a walk in nature or another environment that will inspire awe.

The Importance of Awe for Happiness
Enters Popular Culture:
LA Times Sunday Supplement

Example #2: The Book Happier
by Tal Ben-Shahar, an entrepreneur and a
lecturer in positive psychology and leadership
About the Author
Tal Ben-Shahar holds a BA in Philosophy and Psychology as well as a PhD in Organizational Behavior, both from Harvard.
He is involved in multiple entrepreneurial ventures, including Potentialife, a company that provides leadership programs to
organizations, schools, etc. He has written several books about happiness, which have been translated into 25 languages and
have become international bestsellers.
About the Book
Happier (published in 2007) is based on the course Ben-Shahar taught at Harvard in 2002, while working on his PhD. The
course was the most popular class in the history of Harvard.
Both the course and the book are inspired by Ben-Shahar’s own search for happiness.
Like all the views presented here, the book explicitly states its dual purpose: a) to help the reader understand the nature of
happiness and b) to offer strategies that readers can use to become happier. In other words, the book teaches the what and the
how.*
*Fun Fact: In the fall of 2015, Happier was given to all the incoming freshmen athletes on the Duke University water polo
team.

Tal Ben-Shahar

Books on Happiness by Tal Ben-Shahar

The What
According to Ben-Shahar, happiness is defined as “the overall experience of pleasure and
meaning” (p. 33). A “happy person enjoys positive emotions while perceiving her life as
purposeful,” and not only in the moment, but “overall,” over a long period of time. You need both
present benefits (pleasure) and future benefits (meaning).
Organizing this idea into a graph with the x-axis labeled ‘present’ and the y-axis labeled ‘future,’
each with the benefit on the plus side and the detriment on the minus side, Ben-Shahar outlines four
archetypes: rat-race, hedonism, nihilism, and happiness. (See the next slide.)
We all have a mixture of these archetypes in us, but one is usually dominant. He was a rat-racer
before he realized that no achievement, no matter how much he wanted it, brought him happiness.
[I too easily identified some of my own routines and thought patterns as belonging in the rat-racer
archetype: e.g., working long days on things I didn’t care about and endlessly postponing
gratification. It was an “Aha!” moment. (This lifestyle doesn’t seem to be that unusual in the
American culture.)]

What Gives Life Meaning?
According to Ben-Shahar, it is not enough to have a purpose. “To live a meaningful life, we must have a self-generated
purpose that possesses personal significance rather than one that is dictated by society’s standards and expectations” (p.
38)..* [This is sometimes called authentic purpose, and it leads to authentic happiness.]
Setting goals is very important, but, again, they have to be, “intrinsically meaningful”, “self-concordant goals” (those that
stem from our own strong personal conviction or interest). No goal is inherently right or wrong. For example, while money
does not guarantee happiness, for some people pursuing wealth and success may be self-concordant goals.
We also need to feel that we are not wasting our potential. “Striving and struggle” are needed for happiness. People have to
feel “that they are doing things that challenge them, things that use them fully and well.” (But, note the difference between
internal and external manifestation of potential; even the highest achievement does not give us a sense of having achieved
our full potential if we don’t feel it from within (p. 41.)
In short, you need “congruence between your highest values and the way you live” (p. 47). "Often, however, we are pulled
away from the life that would make us happier by internal and external forces that we have some control over [emphasis
mine]—such as our habits, our fears, or other people's expectations" (p. 48).
[And that, in my opinion, opens the door to the teachers of happiness…]
* All quotes and page numbers in this section—the section devoted to the example number two—are from Ben-Shahar’s
book Happier.

Also, keep in mind the following:
- You can have too much of a good thing. The most pleasurable and the most meaningful activity loses its potential to
bring happiness if we do it all the time. It should be “the right activity in the right quantity”.
- You need sufficient time to be happy. An overcommitted, stressed person, constantly under time pressure, is not
happy. Some researchers talk about the difference between time affluence (having time to do things that are
meaningful, to reflect, to engage in leisure) and time poverty (“the feeling that one is constantly stressed, rushed,
overworked, behind”; p. 154). According to the psychologist Tim Kasser, “time affluence is a consistent predictor of
well-being, whereas material affluence is not” (p. 153).
Unfortunately, there is a “pervasiveness of time poverty in our [US] culture.”
- Happiness is not simply a luxury, something you chase after you have everything else. Happiness is the “ultimate
currency.” Anything we want in life, we want because we believe it would make us happy.
- If you think of “positive experiences as income and negative ones as expenses,” you can see how a human being
(and an entire society) can get into a state of emotional bankruptcy in terms of the ultimate currency, which is
happiness. This brings about some of the worst social problems, such as drug use, alcoholism, and religious
fanaticism.

The How
Throughout Ben-Shahar’s book, the reader is invited to apply the presented concepts to his/her own life, thinking, and
choices.
There are two kinds of applied activities (both, according to Ben-Shahar, “based on the best interventions that psychology
has to offer”):
1.

Time In (as opposed to Time Out) asks a question or two that will help readers reflect on what was read and then “look
inside” to see how the material applies to their own lives.

2.

The longer sections, called Exercises, are meant to deepen the reflection and prompt us into action, that is, go beyond
thinking and make actual changes in the way we live.

Most of these activities call for self-observation and self-reflection as well as the need to take a realistic and sober look at our
lives, daily schedules, and the structure of our daily activities (e.g., the ratio of want-to vs. have-to activities) in order to
evaluate our personal situation and identify things that can be changed to achieve greater happiness.

Some examples of these exercises include:
a. In the section on setting and pursuing self-concordant goals, the reader is asked to make a list of his/her own selfconcordant goals and then identify internal and/or external obstacles to pursuing those goals, to identify what stands
in his or her way.
b. When the book discusses happiness boosters——short or long-lasting activities that provide us with both pleasure
and meaning—we are asked to identify our own happiness boosters and make sure to find time for them; literally
put them on our weekly schedule. Use your free time to actively pursue happiness (strategically do things that are
both pleasant and meaningful for you) rather than being a passive hedonist, e.g., mindlessly watching TV.
c. One activity involves making a list of have-to and want-to activities you do every day, and then looking at the
daily or weekly ratio of wants-to vs. have-to activities in your daily schedule.
d. Similarly, another exercise involves making lists of things you find meaningful and pleasant, and, over a period of
a week, recording the number of hours or minutes you spend on each activity; then evaluating how much time you
spend on these activities each day to see if there’s “integrity between [your] highest values and the way [you] live”.
These activities hold a mirror to your life.

Final Note on Happier:
In spite of Ben-Shahar’s affiliation with Harvard, his obvious erudition, and the fact that all claims in the book are
supported by the latest research, one sometimes gets the impression that, of the three examples in this presentation,
his has the most in common with the coaching and self-help industries, both of which tend to be about taking the
world as it is and adjusting to it. I believe that this is partly because his business and his presence on the Internet
overtly sell services, such as leadership training and motivational speaking (considered by some to be a hallmark of
the coaching industry).
However, in Happier, Ben-Shahar takes a wider view and a more critical stance than is taken in the self-help or
coaching industry. He often considers individual problems in the context of the larger culture and points out the role
of cultural beliefs and practices in our missteps in the pursuit of happiness and the social ills that stem from this.
In fact, the book warns against following the prescriptions of the culture; instead, it argues for choosing our own,
authentic, unique path to greater happiness (in other words, setting goals, making choices, and doing things not
because the society approves or because it would reward us for it, but because those choices are right for us).
(This is related to the idea of “finding a fit”, mentioned in example #1.)

Example #3: The Mayo Clinic Handbook for
Happiness
by Amit Sood, MD.

About the Author
Dr. Amit Sood is a professor of Medicine at the Mayo Clinic College of Medicine, chair of the Mayo Mind
Body Initiative, and the director of research and practice at Mayo Clinic Complementary and Integrative
Medicine Program.
He began his medical career in India where he saw a lot of suffering due to poverty. When he came to the
US, he was surprised to discover that the people in this country were not happier than the people in India, in
spite of the considerable difference in affluence. He decided to determine why this was the case. The result
is his book, The Mayo Clinic Handbook of Happiness.
About the Book
The Mayo Clinic Handbook for Happiness: A 4-step Plan for Resilient Living, does what all other views
discussed in this presentation do: it explains what happiness is and what factors contribute to it, then it
offers a specific plan and strategies that lead to happiness. This is an explicitly how-to book, but it is based
on the scientific research of happiness, including neuroscience, and it is used for stress relief as a part of the
Mayo Clinic’s wellness program (in other words, for medical purposes). Dr. Sood draws on his Indian roots
and adapts Indian philosophy and religious practices to the Western lifestyle. He also makes his approach
secular.

The Mayo Clinic Handbook for
Happiness by Amit Sood, M.D.

Dr. Sood’s Online Course

The What
Happiness, Dr. Sood writes, is “the state of experiencing positive emotions… [It] depends on two
key ingredients: feeling safe and feeling worthy…Once you feel safe and worthy, pleasant
immersive experiences, creative work, meaningful pursuits and altruistic thoughts and actions all
enhance happiness” (p. 25).* [The labels, ‘safe’ and ‘worthy’ vaguely, correspond to positive
emotions and meaning/purpose. All the factors that contribute to happiness listed here are also
proposed by positive psychology.]
According to Dr. Sood, “Happiness is a habit. Some of us are born with it; others have to choose
it” (p. 26).
* All quotes and page numbers in this section are from Dr. Sood’s book.

The Why
In his book, Dr. Sood starts by explaining the workings of the human brain and the human mind.
The brain has two modes: focused and default. In the focused mode, the brain focuses on something interesting,
meaningful, and external. In the default (distracted, wondering) mode, the brain “processes neutral or negative
thoughts.” It broods and it wonders. We are happy in the focused mode and unhappy in the default mode.
For reasons of survival, our mind is designed to focus on three things in sequential order: threat, pleasure, and
novelty. When none of these is present, our mind wonders. When all three are present, our mind focuses on the
threat.
These days, most of the threats we face are not in the outside environment; they are in our minds, in the form of a
variety of hurts, regrets, endless lists of errands, and fears (of embarrassment, of failing at work, of not having
enough money, of disappointing someone).
These fears and hurts draw our attention away from the present moment either into the past, in the form of
rumination, or into the future, in the form of fretting and worrying about all the negative possibilities.

Stress
The main obstacle to happiness is stress. Stress is caused by the way we view the unavoidable
stressors in our lives.
The sources of joy and stress are sometimes the same.
The problem is that some stressors turn into stress. Why?
There are three possible reasons:
Demand-resource imbalance (when more is demanded of you than you can actually do)
Lack of control (when you feel your life is not in your control. The lack of control leads to fear); and
Lack of meaning (when you cannot find positive meaning in the adversity you are facing).
Stress comes in three forms:
Good (things that put pressure on us but we welcome them, e.g., getting married or going on a
vacation);
Bad (things that overwhelm us, e.g., excessive workload, financial loss, argument with friends); and
Ugly (something really bad that happens to us, e.g., divorce, illness.)
According to Sood, “Our goal is to keep the good stress, convert the bad stress into good stress, and be
prepared for the ugly stress, while hoping that it never comes” (p. 30).

The How
Keeping our mind out of default mode and being in control of our thinking are the keys to greater happiness.
While we cannot avoid all stressors, we can develop resilience.
Dr. Sood defines resilience as “the ability to prevent, withstand and bounce back from adversity” (p. 37).
There are four kinds of resilience:
Physical (being strong and healthy);
Cognitive (ability to maintain focus in a stressful situation);
Emotional (“experiencing positive emotions and recovering quickly from negative emotions”). (p. 38); and
Spiritual (the “ability to maintain a higher meaning and selfless perspective despite facing adversity and
disappointments” [p 39]).
To achieve resilience and happiness you have to take two steps:
1. Self-discovery [learning the material presented so far in the book], and
2. Self-transformation [the program that follows]

Self-Transforma0on
The rest of the book guides the reader through a 10-week, 4-step program of self-transformation.
Step One: Train your attention (two weeks) This means changing the way you attend to things and people
by practicing joyful attention (week one) and kind attention (week two).
Step Two: Cultivate emotional resilience (weeks three to eight). Swap “your instinctive prejudices and
biases with five core principles: gratitude, compassion, acceptance, meaning and forgiveness; train your
mind to go to these principles instead to its usual negativity.” (p.42)
Step Three: Start a mind-body practice, such as meditation (week nine). This helps you experience life in
greater depth.
Step Four: Choose healthy habits (week ten). We all know what healthy habits are; yet, we’re unable to
adopt them. After we develop resilience, our vitality (will power) will increase and this will help us choose
the healthy habits that we know we should have, such as eating healthfully, exercising, and generally doing
things that benefit our health and well-being—and avoid behaviors that don’t.
The book offers a detailed day-by-day, week-by-week guide for how to accomplish all this.
It’s important to note that none of this happens effortlessly; it is not magical, and there are no shortcuts.
The change will be incremental and small. But, in the end, you’ll be more resilient and happier. That is all
that the book promises.

Mayo Clinic website: How to become happier?
Prac0ce, prac0ce, prac0ce!

In Summary:
Simply put, most of the literature I reviewed agrees on the following points:
THE WHAT
Long-term happiness (as opposed to a momentary experience of pleasure) requires that a person perceive his/her life as
both pleasant and meaningful. In other words, happiness requires both positive feelings and the belief that our life has a
purpose.
The factors that most increase our happiness are the ones that contribute to these two areas (positive feelings and the
feeling of purpose), and this is what a lot of the scholarship and experimentation has focused on.
THE HOW
The path to greater happiness requires one to engage in self-knowledge and to adjust one’s behavior/attitude. (In this, the
approach borrows from therapy, as well as from Eastern religions and philosophies, such as Buddhism and Hinduism,
among others.)

Final Comments:
Why now? Why at elite universities? (Why, of all places, at Harvard?) Why has happiness training been so popular in
business circles?
In her book Bright-Sided (2009), Barbara Ehrenreich proposes that the return and the rise of the positive thinking
movement in the 1980s and 1990s, as well as its continued success in the early 21st century, has been a response to the
crises in the economy, an attempt to solve the problems caused by periodic economic downturns not by addressing their
causes but by examining people’s attitudes about what was happening. This positivity-at-all-cost approach resulted in
quite a bit of magical thinking on all levels, from top business executives to entry level workers; ultimately, it had a further
detrimental impact on the economy. Ehrenreich argues that, instead of being blindly and unrealistically positive, we need
to do our best to see the reality as objectively as we can, even when that is not pleasant in the short term.
Others have argued that meditation, Yoga, and the promise of happiness to those who adopt a positive attitude without
trying to change anything, are used to further enslave us to the system that thrives on the fact that we cheerfully work long
hours without gratification. This creates a lifestyle that is actually inimical to happiness but very friendly to the profits of
businesses, especially of big corporations. Having cut jobs, salaries, and benefit packages, corporations needed to offer us
something to keep us running, and, by far, this seemed to be the cheapest thing. In other words, what many of these
schools/books/courses actually teach is not happiness but forbearance. They offer coping strategies for a life in the
cutthroat environment of the rat race, while the wealth is transferred from the bottom 90% to the top 0.1%.
It is also possible that happiness is often used simply as a marketing tool. Many of these websites and trainings don’t really
teach happiness. Happiness appears as a label or a promise of various movements, practices, and products because that is
what everyone wants. It’s the ultimate currency. (See examples below.)

The Happiness of Bees

A Coﬀee Shop Poster in Downtown
Glendale, CA

A Way to Happiness Founda0on

A Poster at the Founda0on Window

The End

