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To Spanky, Irene, and Rafa, who, despite research that might suggest otherwise, are a father’s greatest source of happiness.






A MESSAGE TO THE READER



This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

 

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents in this book.
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Even after she turned 100, Francesca Castillo, called Panchita by her friends, kept cutting her own wood at her home on the Nicoya Peninsula in Costa Rica, reflecting a positive energy and happy outlook. PHOTO BY GIANLUCA COLLA


PREFACE

Searching for Happiness







It’s ten o’clock on a Sunday morning in Hojancha, a small town in rural Costa Rica, and I’m on a mission. A few years ago, I met a woman here, the daughter of a Cuban revolutionary, who raised four children by herself on the edge of the jungle. Her name was Panchita, and when I first got to know her she had just celebrated her 99th birthday. Wearing a colorful dress, carnival beads, and hooped earrings, she would sit on a wooden plank on the patio of her tin-roofed house, dangle her legs above the dirt floor, and tell stories with friends and relatives who came to visit. She punctuated her conversations with a gentle touch and, depending on the topic, a sympathetic sigh or a whooping laugh. At sunset, once her guests had departed, she would make herself a simple meal of beans and handmade tortillas, say her prayers, and go to bed.


Recently I heard that Panchita had a medical setback and moved out of her farmhouse into a one-room shack behind her son’s place. I’m on my way to see her now.

A modest community of cinder-block houses, shops, and stables, Hojancha is populated mainly by farmers and sabaneros, the leathery-tough cowboys of Central America. Set apart from the rest of Costa Rica on the Nicoya Peninsula, people here have been left to themselves to follow the rhythms of their Mesoamerican ancestors. Something about their lifestyle—perhaps the lime-soaked corn tortillas called nixta-male, the wildly exotic fruits they grow in their gardens, the off-the-charts levels of calcium and magnesium in their tap water, their ability to shed stress with laughter and conversation, or even their penchant for extramarital sex—has given people in this region the extraordinary gift of long life. In fact, the Nicoya Peninsula represents one of the most impressive pockets of longevity in the entire Western Hemisphere—a Blue Zone, as I’ve come to call such places. For the past eight years I’ve been studying the world’s longevity Blue Zones. I’ve met more than 250 centenarians on five continents, some of whom still work as lawyers, stand on their heads, climb trees, or compete in karate matches.

Yet few have charmed me like Panchita.

When I arrive at her shack on this Sunday morning, the place is packed. A priest has come to say Catholic Mass, and others have stopped by to socialize, including middle-aged women from town, an 80-year-old cowboy, and a boy who used to corral Panchita’s chickens for her when she lived alone. Sitting upright on her bed, she looks up at me through milky-rimmed pupils and, in a flash of recognition, yelps, “¡Hola, Papi!” She wraps me in a bony embrace and holds on. As I hug her back, feeling her warm, birdlike body, I realize that when this body was born, Mark Twain was still writing fiction, and construction had not yet begun on the Titanic. Positively beaming, she pulls me down next to her. “See, God has blessed me!” she brags to her guests. “El Gringo has come to visit me.” And I’m thinking: Here’s a 103-year-old woman who has no money and no real possessions, is living in a borrowed house, is half paralyzed and mostly blind, and she feels blessed that I’ve shown up? How is that possible?

LEARNING FROM THE EXPERTS

It’s an eye-opening experience. During my years of studying longevity, I’ve visited Blue Zones in Sardinia; Okinawa; Loma Linda, California; the Greek island of Ikaría; and the Nicoya Peninsula—all places where people tend to suffer lower rates of heart disease and cancer than the rest of us and live up to a decade longer. Now I’m wondering if there might also be pockets of people like Panchita who hold the secrets to a happier life. Are there places around the globe that nurture happiness in the same way that the Blue Zones nurture longevity? If there are, what can we learn from these places to increase our own happiness in the same way that we’ve learned lessons about long life from the world’s centenarians?

As I began to pursue this idea, I quickly discovered that an explosion of research in happiness studies has taken place during the past few decades. Social scientists, for example, have gathered a critical mass of data from thousands of worldwide surveys that not only pinpoint which nations experience the highest level of happiness and life satisfaction, but also begin to explain why—and some of the reasons aren’t what you’d expect. In places where women have achieved gender equality, for instance, men tend to be happier than women. And in places where women are still not treated equally, women are often happier than men. Other studies have shown that, despite the popular belief that nobody wants to get older, most people actually get happier after a certain age. Clearly, the truth about happiness holds many surprises.

In fact, the deeper I dig into the research, the more apparent it becomes that happiness is a more complicated concept than longevity. Determining whether a person is 99 or 100 years old is a fairly straightforward task. But how do you measure how happy someone is? And what do we mean by happiness? Isn’t happiness different for every person? How likely is it that even the world’s top experts can come up with a neat prescription to help others become happier?

In the face of such challenges, it might be easy to dismiss happiness as a notion that’s too elusive to pin down. But having seen with my own eyes how Panchita and others like her have metabolized a lifetime of hardship into their own brand of joy, I’m more convinced than ever that the true sources of happiness can’t be revealed by scientific studies alone. We also need to consider the experiences of the happiness experts themselves—people who put theory into practice every day in pockets of well-being around the world.

THE WORLD’S HAPPIEST PLACES

In the pages that follow we’ll visit four of the places identified by researchers as world leaders in happiness. The first is Denmark’s Jutland Peninsula, where we’ll meet some of the world’s happiness all-stars. Next we’ll go to the island nation of Singapore, whose citizens rank highest in Asia for happiness, despite living under the heavy hand of an authoritarian government. After that, we’ll visit the Mexican state of Nuevo León, where people report being significantly happier than their much richer neighbors to the north. And finally we’ll take a short trip to the town of San Luis Obispo in California to see how an American community has cooked up its own recipe for satisfaction in life.

As we explore each pocket where people are thriving in different ways, we’ll see how culture, geography, and government policies combine to stack the deck in favor of happiness. Which types of governments yield the greatest happiness dividends for citizens? Which cultural values foster the greatest degree of life satisfaction? What role does religion play? How about money? What’s the optimal mix of communal tradition and individual choice? What can the world’s happiest peoples tell us about what makes a difference in their lives?

To find out, we’ll start by plumbing the most comprehensive scientific databases—tens of millions of data points collected over the past 70 years and representing 95 percent of the world’s population—to identify which beliefs, traditions, habits, and physical environments correlate most closely to happiness. In other words, which factors accompany happiness? Then we’ll sit down with social scientists, economists, writers, demographers, physiologists, anthropologists, politicians, and even comedians to piece together the unique happiness formulas in each location. We’ll get to know a real estate tycoon, a homemaker, a lawyer, a teacher, a prime minister, a businesswoman, a winemaker, a faith healer, a talk-show host, and a garbage man. All have stories that contribute to the bigger picture of happiness in their regions. Finally, informed by the latest scientific research, we’ll distill the common denominators of satisfaction from each place to show you how to set up your own life to maximize happiness.

When I first set out to learn the secrets of long life, I discovered that the best way to do that was to identify the places where people lived the longest and then to study those places methodically, while making a special effort to absorb the wisdom of individuals who had lived long lives. I think the story of happiness is much the same. The best way to understand happiness is to focus on the remarkable people who rank themselves as very happy (at least an 8 on a scale of 10) and who also believe that they will be happier in the next five years—an optimistic condition that researchers describe as thriving.

As we’ll see, the secret to achieving happiness in your own life lies in making subtle changes in your surroundings to create gentle but ever present nudges. This book will show you how. Think of it as a manual on how to set up your life so you can thrive in the same way that Panchita has—without really trying.








CHAPTER ONE

The Truth About Happiness
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What makes people happy? For many it’s belonging to a club or social group, as 90 percent of Danes do. Rasmus Bjerner trains his champion rabbit outside Århus, Denmark, to compete at his local Rabbit Jumping Association. PHOTO BY DAVID MCLAIN/AURORA



The Truth About Happiness

Before we dig deeper into the nature of happiness, I’d like you to take a short quiz. I’m going to introduce you to three people I met during my travels, and I want you to tell me which one you think is happiest.

The first is Jan Hammer, a 42-year-old father of three girls who lives in Århus, the second largest city in Denmark. Each morning at three o’clock, his alarm clock rings, and he rolls out of the warm bed he shares with his wife of 15 years. He eats two fried eggs and toast, washes it down with a mug of coffee, and slips into a blaze orange jumpsuit. By four o’clock he’s at the wheel of a high-tech garbage truck and is staring at a NASA-like dashboard with flashing buttons and multiple-view video screens. At each of 59 stops he jumps out of the cab and, with marmot-like zeal, trots from Dumpster to Dumpster and heaves fresh refuse into the hopper with the help of a hydraulic lift. “I don’t even smell it anymore,” he huffs, sweat seeping through his jumpsuit.

The second person is Norridah Yusoh, a 43-year-old housewife who lives with her husband and three school-age children in an apartment in Singapore. Each morning she dutifully puts on a head scarf, covering her hair as her religion requires; makes her children breakfast; prepares lunch for her husband, an accountant; and sends her family off for the day. After they’re gone, she does household chores and, at midday, she might walk to a nearby food market, to buy food from various vendors and stop to chat along the way. Some nights after dinner, she goes to the local McDonald’s, where she socializes with other Muslim mothers as her children nibble french fries and do homework. Then, each night before bed, as tradition dictates, she kisses her husband’s hand to show respect.

The third person is Manuel Uribe, a 45-year-old Mexican man who lives in a working-class neighborhood of Monterrey. Manuel has a knack for trading, a soothing facility for conversation, and a sincere compassion. He’s also a big man. In fact, a combination of bad genes and a taste for junk food has ballooned his weight to the point where he’s confined to a bed in the living room of his mother’s house. This doesn’t impede visitors. On any given day, his room is abuzz with people seeking to cut a deal, to get advice, or just to experience a dollop of Manuel’s charm. At noon, Manuel’s mother brings out his lunch—a lean filet of meat and a generous helping of steamed broccoli. “It’s from the Zone Diet,” he says. “I’ve lost 200 pounds in the last year.” Just then the door opens. Claudia Solis, a 30-something secretary, walks in on high heels. She puts a knee on the bed, cranes her lovely neck, and plants a pink-frosted kiss on Manuel’s lips.

So what’s the answer to the quiz? Which of these three people is the happiest? You’ve probably already guessed the answer: All three of them are happy—so happy, in fact, that, according to the latest research, they are almost certainly three of the happiest people in three of the happiest places on the planet.

How can that be?

Let’s go back to the garbageman. I met Jan at six o’clock on a gray morning in the alley behind my hotel in Århus. He was emptying Dumpsters into his behemoth garbage truck. He greeted me heartily, and I could instantly tell that he was a nice guy. Pulling off a dirty cotton glove, he offered me his plump hand, which emitted the sweet-sour smell of his profession.

Later, seated in his cab, Jan punched the accelerator, and we sped through the misty Danish dawn. “You can’t find a better job than delivering garbage,” he whispered conspiratorially. “I work only 21 hours a week and make $80,000 a year. I drive a Mercedes and take my family to Greece each year.” I looked over at him. He was wearing red square-rimmed glasses, Nike running shoes, and a bracelet that read “World’s Most Beautiful Garbage Man.” By eight o’clock he’d be done with his route and back at the garbage truck depot, he said. After a shower, he’d hit the gym and spa provided by his workers’ union. Some days, he might go to a second job where he worked as a freelance bricklayer. There he would make another $60,000 a year.

More important than the money, though, was the satisfaction he felt with his life. “I’m like the yolk of the egg!” he said, using a Danish expression for “fat and happy.” In his community, there was no stigma attached to the “garbage delivery” business. On weekends, he’d socialize with the dentists and lawyers who lived on his block. Home by three o’clock every afternoon, he had time to help his three daughters with their homework. Three nights a week he’d go to a local gym, where he’d put on shorts, sneakers, a red sports shirt, and a whistle to coach his daughters’ indoor soccer team. His life was rewarding and full.

As for Norridah, listen to what she said when I asked her to rate her happiness on a scale of 1 to 10: “I’m a 9.5! I have a lot of friends from a wide variety of backgrounds.” This was important for her, living in Singapore, because the government there strongly encourages harmony among the nation’s three major ethnic groups: Chinese, Indians, and Malays such as Norridah. “Ever since my school days, I’ve mixed with Chinese and Indians and learned how to make friends with all of them,” she said. “Maybe I talk most with my Malay friends on the phone, but when I go out—which I do every day—I meet my Indian friends at the market or play cards with Chinese friends. My children are the same way. They don’t see color or race, they see people.”

“How about your tudong?” I asked, using the Malay word for a head scarf. “You live in this modern city, your husband is an accountant, your kids listen to iPods. Your scarf seems so traditional. Do you feel you’re free to take if off and show your hair, if you want?”

“That is my own choice,” she said, gently passing her hand over the scarf. “It’s part of our religion, and it is the way of our leaders. I choose to wear it. My daughter’s generation might have different ideas. But it makes me comfortable, so I wear it.”

“And how about this custom of kissing your husband’s hand?” I asked.

“This is a form of respecting each other,” she said. “It’s part of being a good Muslim. Doing it every day makes sure you’re purged of guilt and grudges. I do it from the bottom of my heart, not that I have necessarily done anything wrong. It’s just a show of respect. My husband reciprocates, but in his own way.”

And Manuel? What was the source of his happiness? Here’s what he told me:

“When I was younger, I saw an ad for an electronics company in Texas looking for technicians who could speak English,” he said. “But by the time I was 35, I’d lost my savings, my auto parts business, and my wife,” he said. “I bought a gun and kept it in my bed, thinking I might use it on myself. Then one night God came to me and told me I had work to do.” Manuel went on a diet and started to lose weight. With his mother’s consent, he had a hole punched through his bedroom wall, installed double-wide glass doors to admit the world, and unleashed his knack for deal making. Today he receives up to 70 visitors a day—clients seeking to trade everything from blue jeans to Thompson helicopters, cousins and friends stopping by for a chat, or people seeking his business advice. He doesn’t have to go looking for social interaction; it comes to him.

As I sat with him one evening, his cell phone rang and he lifted the tiny device to his ear. On the other end, a desperately overweight girl was searching for hope. “If I can turn my life around,” he said tenderly, “you can too, dear.” When he hung up, an old friend stopped by for a visit. Then another phone call. This time it was news that the website Manuel runs had crashed. In his smooth, unflappable voice, he troubleshot the problem with the webmaster. I sat back and watched. “Does this ever end?” I asked.

“If it did, I’d be dead,” he said.

A year later, Manuel married Claudia. With her help, he has lost more than 500 pounds. Life has never been better.

These three individuals—a garbageman with time for his kids, a housewife surrounded by close friends, and a junk dealer on a personal mission of faith—share a common characteristic: They all consider themselves to be “very happy.” More than that, they all believe that they will become even happier in the years to come. Like many people, they deal with challenges every day. They experience stress, periods of sadness, and grief. Life sometimes deals them a bad hand. They are, in many ways, not so different from the rest of us. Yet somehow they experience a sense of happiness greater than ours. Researchers have a term for this positive, optimistic condition: They call such people thrivers.


Thriving



According to the Gallup organization, “thriving” countries are those whose citizens think positively about their lives and report more happiness, enjoyment, interest, and respect. These countries also report significantly lower rates of health problems, sick days, stress, sadness, and anger.




What’s their secret?

During the past few decades, a small army of psychologists, social scientists, and scholars have asked the same question. Through rigorous experimentation and exhaustive surveys, they’ve given birth to a new science of happiness, focusing not only on defining the nature of human happiness, but also on discovering ways to improve our chances for personal well-being. Before we strike off around the world to learn the lessons of the world’s happiness people, let’s turn to some of the leading experts to understand the scientific fundamentals of the field:

 

Ed Diener, Ph.D., is Joseph R. Smiley Distinguished Professor of Psychology at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and the author of Happiness: Unlocking the Mysteries of Psychological Wealth.

 

Sonja Lyubomirsky, Ph.D., is a professor of psychology at the University of California, Riverside, and the author of The How of Happiness: A Scientific Approach to Getting the Life You Want.

Ruut Veenhoven, Ph.D., is director of the World Database of Happiness and editor of the Journal of Happiness Studies.

 

Jim Harter, Ph.D., is chief scientist of workplace management and well-being for Gallup and coauthor of 12: The Elements of Great Managing and Wellbeing: The Five Essential Elements.

 

Bruno S. Frey is a professor of economics at the University of Zurich and research director of CREMA (Center for Research in Economics, Management and the Arts). He is the author of Happiness: A Revolution in Economics.

 

Mihály Csíkszentmihályi is Distinguished Professor of Psychology and director of the Quality of Life Research Center at the Claremont Graduate University in Claremont, California.

 

In what follows, I’ve distilled ideas from their books as well as from my interviews with these experts and sorted their answers according to key questions. Here’s what they told me.

WHAT IS HAPPINESS?

Mihály Csíkszentmihályi: As many a thinker since Aristotle has said, everything we do is ultimately aimed at experiencing happiness. We don’t really want wealth, or health, or fame as such—we want these things because we hope they will make us happy. But happiness we seek not because it will get us something else, but for its own sake.

Sonja Lyubomirsky: I use the term “happiness” to refer to the experience of joy, contentment, or positive well-being, combined with a sense that one’s life is good, meaningful, and worthwhile. However, most of us don’t need a definition of happiness because we instinctively know whether we are happy or not.

 

Ed Diener: The word “happiness” means many things. It means positive emotions. It means life satisfaction. It means generally your life is going well. It means many different things in the different ways people use it. Everyone has this general idea. So I don’t define happiness. I try to use these other, more exact terms, such as positive emotions, life satisfaction, marital satisfaction.

HOW DO YOU MEASURE HAPPINESS?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: We let people define happiness for themselves. There’s no happiness thermometer. No one else can tell you how happy you are. It’s a subjective phenomenon. No one but you knows, or should tell you, how happy you truly are.

 

Jim Harter: We ask people to rate the quality of their overall life today on a 0-10 ladder of life developed by Hadley Cantril of Princeton, and what they think it will be in the next five years—to tap into their “reflecting” self. The good news is that most people have a more positive view of the future than the present…maybe this keeps us striving for something better. We use responses to questions to categorize people as “thriving,” “struggling,” or “suffering.” We also ask people to recall their experiences from the previous day. This allows us to tap into the “experiencing” self or how much positive and negative emotions and experiences people have on a typical day. These are both important aspects of well-being…the evaluating self and the experiencing self.

 

Ruut Veenhoven: In my definition, happiness is how much one likes the life one lives. So if people say they are happy they are happy, unless they are lying.

 

Ed Diener: The key is that each person is making the evaluation of his or her life—not an expert’s, philosopher’s, or somebody else. Thus, the person herself or himself is the expert: Is my life going well, according to the standards that I choose to use?

DO THE SAME THINGS MAKE EVERYONE HAPPY?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: There are many faces of happiness. The face of happiness may be someone who is intensely curious and enthusiastic about learning; it may be someone who is engrossed in plans for his next five years; it may be someone who can distinguish between the things that matter and the things that don’t; it may be someone who looks forward each night to reading to her child. Some happy people may look outwardly cheerful or transparently serene, and others are simply busy. In other words, we all have the potential to be happy, each in our own way.

Ed Diener: Some things about happiness are universal. If everyone hates you, nobody respects you or supports you, that makes you unhappy, no matter who you are. But other things are unique. They depend on your personality. For example, I love analyzing data. Most people don’t. They’d rather read a book, see a movie, or gossip. The evidence is strong that social relationships are now a basic need. The other things we talk about in terms of happiness are a little more abstract, like making progress toward your goals and values, and having purpose and meaning.

DO WE HAVE ANY CONTROL OVER OUR HAPPINESS?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: On average, 50 percent of individual differences in happiness is influenced by our genetic makeup, 10 percent is influenced by our life circumstances, and 40 percent is influenced by how we think and act every day. Research has shown that each of us is born with a kind of happiness “set point,” a natural predisposition for happiness that we carry throughout our lives. But that doesn’t mean your happiness level cannot be changed. We can rise above our happiness set points, just as we can rise above our set points for weight or cholesterol. Genuinely happy people do not just sit around being content. They make things happen. They pursue new understandings, seek new achievements, and control their thoughts and feelings. We can also learn from others. If an unhappy person wants to experience interest, enthusiasm, contentment, peace, and joy, he or she can make it happen by learning the habits of a happy person.

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO HAPPINESS?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: We tend to look for happiness in the wrong places. What we believe would make a huge difference in our lives actually, according to scientific research, makes only a small difference, while we overlook the true sources of personal happiness and well-being. Many of us think that moving into a bigger house, securing a promotion or pay raise, or flying first class will boost our happiness. But such pleasures are fleeting, leaving us no happier than we were before. The true keys to happiness lie in changing the way we think and behave, seeking out experiences such as savoring a beautiful moment and taking a picture of it, thanking a friend, writing a gratitude journal, or performing random acts of kindness. Such habits add up to create an upward spiral that boosts happiness.

 

Jim Harter: When we considered factors that explain both life evaluations and daily experiences, we found five areas that individuals can act on: career, social, financial, physical, and community. Career well-being is more than just having a job and it is relevant for people in all different life stages and situations…students, people who work in the home, people who are retired, self-subsistence farmers, and people in traditional work settings. It’s really what you do with your life, how you spend your time, whether it is enjoyable and meaningful.

Ed Diener: Here’s what I would say to an auditorium of average people from Iowa (or wherever), if they asked me how to increase one’s happiness: We can’t control our genes, so why worry about that? We can control our behavior and our thinking, so that’s what we focus on. It’s not a scientific argument. It’s a practical argument. Some of the most powerful things we can do involve our relationships with others.

 

Mihály Csíkszentmihályi: If one wants to improve the quality of everyday life, happiness may be the wrong place to start. Other feelings are much more influenced by what one does, who one is with, or the place one happens to be. These moods are more amenable to direct change, and because they are also connected to how happy we feel, in the long run they might lift our average level of happiness. For instance, how active, strong, and alert we feel depends a lot on what we do—these feelings become more intense when we are involved with a difficult task, and they get more attenuated when we fail at what we do, or when we don’t try to do anything. The quality of life does not depend on happiness alone, but also on what one does to be happy. If one fails to develop goals that give meaning to one’s existence, if one does not use the mind to its fullest, then good feelings fulfill just a fraction of the potential we possess. True happiness involves the pursuit of worthy goals. Without dreams, without risks, only a trivial semblance of living can be achieved.

CAN MONEY BUY HAPPINESS?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: The truth is that money does make us happy. But our misunderstanding, as one happiness researcher eloquently explains, is that “we think money will bring lots of happiness for a long time, and actually it brings a little happiness for a short time.” Being wealthy has its advantages, of course. But it doesn’t make us dramatically happier, she explains. The richest Americans, those earning more than ten million dollars annually, report levels of personal happiness only slightly greater than the office staffs and blue-collar workers they employ. The reason may be that wealthy people are preoccupied with staying wealthy. Meanwhile, in our effortful pursuit of such dead ends to pleasure, we end up ignoring other, more effective routes to well-being.

 

Ed Diener: Yes, money buys happiness, but there are important exceptions. Money is more than a fixed amount of legal tender. Wealth is, in part, also about your desires. Being satisfied with your paycheck, just like being satisfied with your life, is about your point of view. Studies have shown that an individual’s income is a poor predictor of their happiness. Some people with a lot of money could not meet their desires, and others with little money were able to do so. Materialistic people, that is, are seldom the happiest people because they want too much. It is generally good for your happiness to have money, but toxic to your happiness to want money too much.

Bruno Frey: People make a mistake when it comes to predicting how much money will make them happy. Consider the individual who chooses a job with more income but a longer commute. If you get an increase in income, two-thirds to three-quarters of the happiness from that increase wears out in one year, because you get accustomed to a higher income level very quickly. But you never get used to a long commute.

 

Mihály Csíkszentmihályi: Material well-being is attractive and relatively easy to attain, but there’s a point of diminishing returns. Kids that value material goals beyond a certain point end up not having many friends. They become selfish and more depressed. You can’t pile up more things and expect an increase in well-being. The same thing holds true for society in general. There is only a very weak relationship between finances and satisfaction with life; billionaires in America are only infinitesimally happier than those with average incomes. One conclusion that the findings seem to justify is that beyond the threshold of poverty, additional resources do not appreciably improve the chances of being happy.

IS HAPPINESS CONTAGIOUS?

Sonja Lyubomirsky: Surrounding yourself with people who are happy is going to make you happier. Conversely, if you’re married to a negative person, it’s going to take a toll on you. The problem is that we adapt: We really have to work to appreciate what we have.

Ed Diener: It’s certainly true that if you’re around somebody that’s giving you many compliments, you start giving people compliments yourself. If you’re around people who are more positive in general, you get more positive. On the other hand, when you’re unhappy and you’re bitching all the time, you’re not just affecting yourself, you’re affecting other people, too, and you’re also teaching them about how to act or not act.

IS HAPPINESS OVERRATED?

Ed Diener: We actually think it’s underrated, rather than overrated. We think the reason everybody wants to be happy is because it’s pleasant. It just feels good. We’re saying, it’s not just that. If you’re happy, you function better. You’re more sociable. You’re a better citizen. You do volunteer work. You’re healthier. All these things. Conversely, if you look at really unhappy people, angry and depressed people, they don’t normally function well. Angry people are disruptive in group work. Depressed people, they’re withdrawn, they have no energy. Nothing sounds good to them.


Unhappy Places



According to World Values Surveys from 1995 to 2007, the 10 unhappiest places on Earth are:

1. Zimbabwe, 2. Armenia, 3. Moldova, 4. Belarus, 5. Ukraine, 6. Albania, 7. Iraq, 8. Bulgaria, 9. Georgia, 10. Russia.




Sonja Lyubomirsky: A recent review of all the available literature has revealed that happiness does indeed have numerous positive by-products, which appear to benefit not only individuals, but families, communities, and the society at large. The benefits of happiness include higher income and superior work outcomes (e.g., greater productivity and higher quality of work); larger social rewards (e.g., more satisfying and longer marriages, more friends, stronger social support, and richer social interactions); more activity, energy, and flow; better physical health (e.g., a bolstered immune system, lowered stress levels, and less pain); and even longer life. The literature, my colleagues and I have found, also suggests that happy individuals are more creative, helpful, charitable, and self-confident; have better self-control; and show greater self-regulatory and coping abilities.

HAPPINESS BLUE ZONES

How can you benefit from the insights of these researchers and thrive in your daily life? The answer goes back to the quiz you took at the beginning of this chapter. As the stories about the garbageman, housewife, and bedridden wheeler-dealer demonstrate, happiness comes in many shapes and sizes. Although we might think we know what we need to be happy, such as physical beauty, financial success, or the recognition of our peers, the scientific evidence points in a different direction. The true sources of happiness, the experts say, are deeper patterns of behavior and thinking in our lives—patterns that we can adjust if we just put our minds to it.

Fortunately, we don’t have to start this process of change from scratch. As we’ll see in the chapters that follow, scientists have already identified places around the world where people today are experiencing levels of happiness and well-being that are probably higher than yours or mine. All we have to do is figure out how they do it, and then adapt their lessons to fit our lives.

In pursuit of this quest, the National Geographic Society sent me around the world to visit four of the happiest regions on three continents to see if I could find common denominators—a common recipe for human happiness. In each place I talked to writers, economists, social scientists, demographers, physiologists, anthropologists, a prime minister, and ordinary people to piece together the local formula for happiness. I examined which government policies seemed to yield the greatest well-being, which cultural norms encouraged the most happiness, and which personal habits and environmental factors favored the greatest life satisfaction. I used a science-based approach to probe the one sure source of knowledge about happiness: the people who are verifiably experiencing it. In the chapters that follow, you may be surprised by what people told me. You might find their stories of happiness hard to believe, especially when they spring from conditions that are difficult or challenging. But in the end I think you’ll discover that these stories will reveal new ways of thinking, and that the lessons they offer can help you get more joy out of each day—and ultimately set up your life so that true, authentic, and lasting happiness can ensue.




Measuring Happiness




A number of polls measure happiness on a world scale. Here are a few of the most significant polls and what they address:

World Database of Happiness

Started in 1984, this collection of thousands of scientific research reports on happiness from around the world, compiled by Ruut Veenhoven at Erasmus University in Rotterdam, examines the subjective enjoyment of life, including feelings correlated with happiness, and how nations around the world compare with one another in terms of happiness levels.

World Values Survey

This worldwide network of social scientists has conducted surveys in 97 nations since 1981. Conducted in five waves, in collaboration with the European Values Study, the surveys assess the impact of changing values on social and political life.

 


Gallup World Poll—This poll, which synthesizes survey information from 155 countries, uses Gallup’s global information gathering resources to identify the strengths and challenges faced by different countries and regions. Subjects were asked questions about economic conditions, government and business, health care and well-being, infrastructure and education, and life satisfaction.

 

Latinobarómetro—This public opinion survey is conducted annually in 18 Latin American countries with more than 400 million people and measures public opinion, attitudes, and behaviors on topics including trade, democracy, trust in institutions, and other topical issues pertaining to Latin American countries.

 

Eurobarometer—Conducted by the Public Opinion Analysis sector of the European Commission, the Eurobarometer has measured public perception of quality of life in various European cities.










End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
|| amonac ceocrapric





OEBPS/Images/08.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/38.jpg
-

)





OEBPS/Images/16.jpg
)

TR oA





OEBPS/Images/142.jpg





OEBPS/Images/88.jpg





OEBPS/Images/227.jpg





OEBPS/Images/188.jpg





OEBPS/Images/268.jpg





OEBPS/Images/279.jpg





OEBPS/Images/273.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NATIONAL
GEOGRAPHIC

A must-read for living happier!

ey

Blue Zones
WAY

New York Times Best-Selling Author

DAN BUETTNER






