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We dedicate this book to you on your life’s journey. May you get happier,
year after year, and bring greater happiness to others.
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A Note from Oprah

ne of the many things I got from doing The Oprah Winfrey Show for
twenty-five years was a front-row seat to unhappiness. Of every, and I

mean every, kind. My guests included people devastated by tragedy, or
betrayal, or deep disappointment. Angry people and people who held
grudges. People full of regret and guilt, shame and fear. People doing
everything in their power to numb their unhappiness but waking up each day
unhappy anyway.

I also witnessed abundant happiness. People who had found love and
friendship. People using their talents and abilities to do good things. People
who reaped the rewards of selflessness and giving, including one person
who’d even donated a kidney to a stranger he’d recently met. People with a
spiritual side that brought richer meaning to their lives. People who’d been
given a second chance.

Where the audience was concerned, the unhappy guests generally
provoked empathy; the happy ones, admiration (and maybe a twinge of
wistful envy). And then there was a third category of guest that audiences
didn’t know what to make of but were genuinely inspired by: people who
had every reason to be unhappy and yet were not. The lemonade-making,
silver-linings-finding, bright-side-looking glass-half-fullers. The Mattie
Stepaneks, is how I came to think of them—Mattie Stepanek being the boy
who had a rare and fatal form of muscular dystrophy called dysautonomic
mitochondrial myopathy, yet managed to find peace in all things and play
after every storm. He wrote lovely poetry, was wise beyond his years, and



was the first guest I ever befriended beyond the show. I used to call him my
angel guy.

How could a boy with a fatal disease be as happy as Mattie was? Same
with the mother who was full of peace and purpose and actual joy even as
she was preparing to die, recording hundreds of voice tapes for her then-six-
year-old daughter about how to live. And the Zimbabwean woman who was
married at age eleven, beaten daily, yet instead of giving in to despair,
maintained hope, set secret goals, and eventually achieved them—including
earning a PhD.

How could these people even get out of bed in the morning, let alone be
such rays of light? How did they do it? Were they born that way? Was there a
secret or pattern of development the rest of the world should know? Because
trust me, if there was such a thing, the world would definitely want to know.
In my twenty-five years of doing the show, if there was one thing almost
everyone in every audience had in common, it was the desire to be happy. As
I’ve said before, after every show I’d chat with the audience, and I always
asked what they most wanted in life. To be happy, they’d say. Just to be
happy. Just happiness.

Except, as I’ve also said before, when I asked what happiness was,
people suddenly weren’t sure. They’d hem and haw and finally say “losing X
number of pounds” or “having enough money to pay my bills” or “my kids—I
just want my kids to be happy.” So they had goals, or wishes, but they
couldn’t articulate what happiness looked like. Seldom did anyone have a
real answer.

This book has the answer, because Arthur Brooks has studied and
researched and lived the answer.

I first came across Arthur through his column in The Atlantic, “How to
Build a Life.” I started reading it during the pandemic and it quickly became
something I looked forward to every week because it was all about what I’ve
always cared most about: living a life with purpose and meaning. Then I read
his book From Strength to Strength, a remarkable guide to becoming happier
as you age. This man was singing my song.



Clearly, I had to talk to him. And when I did, I instantly realized that if I’d
still been doing The Oprah Winfrey Show, I would have been calling on him
all the time—he would have had something relevant and revealing to
contribute to almost every topic we discussed. Arthur exudes a kind of
confidence and certainty about the meaning of happiness that’s both
comforting and galvanizing. He’s able to talk both broadly and very
specifically about the very same things I’ve been talking about for years: how
to grow into your best self, how to become a better human being. So I knew
from the start that I would somehow end up working with him. That somehow
is this book.
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A Note from Arthur

ou must naturally be a very happy person.”
I hear this all the time. It makes sense, after all: I teach courses on

happiness at Harvard University. I write a regular happiness column for The
Atlantic. I speak about the science of happiness all around the world. So,
people assume, I must have natural gifts for happiness, like a professional
basketball player must be a naturally gifted athlete. Lucky me, right?

But happiness isn’t like basketball. You don’t have a leg up on becoming a
happiness specialist by being blessed with natural well-being. On the
contrary, naturally happy people almost never study happiness, because to
them, it doesn’t seem like something one needs to study, or even think much
about. It would be like studying air.

The truth is that I write, speak, and teach about happiness precisely
because it’s naturally hard for me, and I want more of it. My baseline well-
being level—the level where I would sit if I didn’t study it and work on it
every day—is significantly lower than average. It’s not as if I have had huge
trauma or unusual suffering. No one should feel sorry for me. It just runs in
the family: my grandfather was gloomy; my father was anxious; left to my
own devices, I am gloomy and anxious. Just ask my wife of thirty-two years,
Ester. (She’s nodding yes as she reads this.) So my work as a social scientist
isn’t research—it’s me-search.

If you are coming to this book because you are not as happy as you want to
be—whether because you are suffering from something in particular, or you
have a good life “on paper” but always find yourself struggling—you are the
kind of person I relate to best. We are kindred spirits.



When I started studying happiness twenty-five years ago as a PhD student,
I didn’t know if academic knowledge would help. I feared that happiness
wasn’t something you could change in a meaningful way. Maybe it was like
astronomy, I thought. You can learn about the stars, but you can’t change them.
And in fact, for a long time, my knowledge didn’t help me very much. I knew
a lot, but it wasn’t practical in any way. It was just observations about who
the happiest people were—and the unhappiest.

A decade ago during a particularly dark and stormy time in my life, Ester
asked a question that changed my thinking. “Why don’t you use all that
complicated research to see if there are ways you can change your own
habits?” Obvious, right? For some reason, it wasn’t obvious to me at all, but
I was willing to try. I started spending more time observing my well-being
levels to pick out patterns. I studied the nature of my suffering and the
benefits I likely derived from it. I set up a series of experiments based on the
data, trying things like making a gratitude list, praying more, and pursuing the
opposite behavior of my inclination when I was sad and angry (which was
pretty often).

And I saw results. As a matter of fact, it worked so well that in my spare
time from my job running a large nonprofit organization, I started writing
about happiness and real-life applications in The New York Times to share
them with others. People began to get in touch to say the science of happiness
—translated into practical advice—was helping them, too. And I found that
teaching ideas in this way solidified the knowledge in my mind and made me
even happier.

Obviously, I wanted more. So I changed careers. At the age of fifty-five, I
quit my chief executive job, with a plan to write, speak, and teach about the
science of happiness. I started by creating a simple personal mission
statement for myself.

I dedicate my work to lifting people up and bringing them
together, in bonds of love and happiness, using science and ideas.



I accepted a professorship at Harvard University and created a class on
the science of happiness, which quickly became oversubscribed. Then I
started a regular column on the subject at The Atlantic that found a
readership of hundreds of thousands a week. I investigated a new happiness
topic every week by using my background as a quantitative researcher to
read the cutting-edge psychology, neuroscience, economics, and philosophy.
Then I turned the learnings into real-life experiments on myself. When it
worked, I would teach my students what I learned, and publish it publicly for
a mass audience.

As the years turned over, I saw more and more progress in my life. I
observed how my brain was processing negative emotions and learned how
to manage these emotions without trying to get rid of them. I began to see
relationships as an interplay between hearts and brains, and not some
inscrutable mystery. I started adopting the habits of the happiest people that I
saw in the data, and whom I knew in my real life (including someone very
special, whom you will meet in the Introduction that comes next). At the same
time, I began to hear from people all around the world—some I had never
heard of, others very famous—who were learning with me that they could
raise their own happiness levels if they did the work to learn and apply their
knowledge.

In the years since I made this life change, my own well-being has risen a
lot. People notice and remark that I smile more, and I look like I’m having
more fun in my work. My relationships are better than they were. And I have
seen improvements like this in students, business leaders, and ordinary
people who learn the principles. Many of them have experienced pain and
loss beyond anything I have ever faced, and found joy even amid their
suffering.

I still have plenty of bad days, and I have a long way to go, but today I am
comfortable with my bad days, and I know how to grow from them. I know
rough times will come, but I’m not afraid of them. And I am confident that
there is a lot of progress in my future.

Sometimes I think back to myself at thirty-five or forty-five years old,
when I was so rarely joyful and looked to the future with a sense of



resignation. If fifty-nine-year-old me went back in time and said, “You are
going to learn to be happier, and teach the secrets to others,” I probably
would have said that future me had gone insane. But it’s true (the getting
happier part—not the going insane part).

And now I am privileged to team up in my work with someone I have
admired since I was a young man—a person who herself has lifted up
millions of people in bonds of love and happiness all over the world: Oprah
Winfrey. When we first met, we quickly realized that we shared a mission,
even though we pursued it in different ways—I in academia, and Oprah in
mass media.

Our mission in this book is to tie together the two strands of our work, to
open up the amazing science of happiness to people in all walks of life, who
can use it to live better and lift up others. In plain language, we seek to help
you see that you are not helpless against the tides of life, but that with a
greater understanding of how your mind and brain work, you can build the
life you want, starting inside with your emotions, and then turning outward to
your family, friendships, work, and spiritual life.

It worked for us, and it can work for you, too.



F

Introduction

Albina’s Secret

rom Arthur: Albina Quevedo, my mother-in-law, whom I loved like my
own mother, lay in her bed in the small Barcelona apartment she had

occupied for the past seventy years. The bedroom’s austere decor had
never changed: a picture on one wall of her native Canary Islands; a
simple crucifix on another. This was what she saw nearly twenty-four
hours a day, since a fall two years earlier had left her in pain and unable
to get up or walk by herself. At ninety-three, she knew she was in her last
months.

Her body was weak, but her mind was still sharp and her memories
vivid. She talked about decades past, times when she was youthful, healthy,
newly married, and starting her beloved family. She reminisced about
parties and days at the beach with close friends, now long dead. She
laughed as she remembered those good times.

“Such a difference with my life now,” she said. She turned her head on
the pillow and looked out the window for a long time, lost in thought.
Turning back, she said, “I am much happier than I was back then.”

She looked over at my surprised face, and explained. “I know it sounds
strange because my life now seems bleak, but it’s true,” she said with a
smile. “As I’ve aged, I have learned the secret to getting happier.”

I was all ears now.
As I sat at her bedside, Albina recounted the trials of her life. As a little

girl in the 1930s, she had lived through the brutal Spanish Civil War, some



of it in hiding, often going hungry and seeing death and suffering all
around her. Her father was arrested and spent years in prison for serving
on the losing side of that conflict as a battlefield surgeon. Despite that, she
always saw her childhood as a happy one, because her parents loved her
and loved each other, and this love was the memory that endured most
clearly. And speaking of love, the man in the prison cell next to her father’s
introduced her to her future husband.

So far, so good. But that’s when trouble started for Albina. After a few
good years and the births of three children, her husband turned out to be
less than stellar, abandoning her without child support and plunging them
into poverty. Her sadness over being deserted was compounded by the
pressures of raising kids alone, while sometimes wondering if she could
keep the lights on.

For several years, she felt stuck and miserable, concluding that a
happier life was unavailable as long as the world dealt her this very bad
hand. Almost every day, she would look out the front window of her small
apartment and cry.

Who could blame her? Her poverty and loneliness, which made her
miserable, were not of her doing—they had been imposed on her, and she
couldn’t see a way to change them. As long as her circumstances didn’t
change, her unhappiness would persist, and a better life seemed
impossible.

One day, when Albina was forty-five, something changed for her. For
reasons that were not clear to her friends and family, her outlook on life
seemed to shift. It’s not that she was suddenly less lonely, or that she
mysteriously came into money, but for some reason, she stopped waiting
for the world to change and took control of her life.

The most obvious change she made was to enroll in college to become a
teacher. It wasn’t easy. Studying day and night alongside students half her
age, while raising a family, was completely exhausting, but it was a life-
changing success. At the end of three years Albina finished college at the
top of her class.



She now embarked on a new career she loved, teaching in an
economically marginalized neighborhood where she served children and
families in poverty. She truly became her own person, was able to support
her own kids with her own money, and made friends she would cherish and
who would be by her side until her last days—and who would openly weep
at her funeral.

More than a decade later, Albina’s wayward husband wanted to return;
they had never formally divorced. She considered it and took him back—
not because she needed to, but because she wanted to. Her husband found
Albina completely changed in his fourteen years away: she was stronger
and, well, happier. They never separated again, and in their later years, he
was a different person as well, caring for her lovingly. He had died three
years earlier.

“We were happily married for fifty-four years,” she said. Then,
clarifying with a smile: “Technically, that’s sixty-eight years married,
minus the fourteen unhappy ones.”

Now here she was at age ninety-three, with her circumstances once
again limiting her, but her joy undiminished—and even increasing. I
wasn’t the only one who noticed; everyone marveled at the way her
happiness grew as she aged.

What was her secret to turning the corner at forty-five toward a better
life—and getting happier for nearly five decades after that?

��� ������

Some people might dismiss Albina’s story by saying that she was a rare
person with a natural gift for making lemonade out of lemons. But her
perspective on life wasn’t innate; it was learned and cultivated. She wasn’t
just “naturally happy.” On the contrary, by her own account, she was quite
unhappy for a long time before her big change.



Or one might say she was just really good at “whistling past the
graveyard”—ignoring the bad things in life. But that’s not true, either. She
never denied that bad things had happened, or pretended she wasn’t suffering
now. She knew full well that getting old was going to be hard; that losing
friends and loved ones was going to be sad; that being sick would be scary
and painful. She didn’t get happier by blocking out those realities.

Something happened that changed Albina and set her free. Three things,
actually.

First, one day in her midforties, a simple thought occurred to her. She had
always believed that getting happier required the outside world to change.
After all, her problems came from outside—from bad luck and the behavior
of others. This was comfortable in a way, but it left her in a kind of
suspended animation.

Just maybe, she thought, even if she couldn’t change her circumstances,
she could change her own reaction to those circumstances. She couldn’t
decide how the world would treat her, but maybe she had some say in how
she would feel about it. Maybe she didn’t have to wait for the difficulty or
suffering in her life to diminish to start getting on with business.

She began to look for decisions in her life where once there were only
impositions. The despairing hopelessness of feeling herself to be at the
mercy of her estranged husband, of the economy, of the needs of her children,
began to subside. Her circumstances weren’t the boss of how she felt about
life—she was.

Up to that point, Albina said, she had felt like she was stuck in a bad job
at a terrible company. Now she had awakened to realize that she had been the
CEO all along. That didn’t mean she could snap her fingers and make
everything perfect—CEOs suffer in bad times, too—but it did mean she had a
lot of power over her own life, and it could lead to all sorts of good things
down the line.

Further, Albina took action based on that realization. She switched from
wishing others were different to working on the one person she could
control: herself. She felt negative emotions just like anyone else, but she set
about making more conscious choices about how to react to them. The



decisions she made—not her primal feelings—led her to try to transform less
productive emotions into positive ones such as gratitude, hope, compassion,
and humor. She also worked to focus more on the world around her and less
on her own problems. None of this was easy, but she got better at it with
practice, and it felt more and more natural as the weeks and months went by.

Finally, managing herself freed Albina to focus on the pillars on which
she could construct a much better life: her family, her friendships, her work,
and her faith. Successfully managing herself, Albina was no longer distracted
by life’s constant crises. No longer managed by her feelings, she chose a
relationship with her husband that didn’t deny the past, but that worked. She
built a loving bond with her children. She cultivated deep personal
friendships. She found a career that gave her a sense of service and earned
success. She walked her own spiritual path. And she taught others how to
live this way, too.

In these three steps, Albina built the life she wanted.

��� ���� �����

If you can relate to Albina’s plight, or if you feel a need to improve your
happiness for other reasons, you are not alone. America is in a happiness
slump. Just over the past decade, the percentage of Americans saying they are
“not too happy” rose from 10 percent to 24 percent.[1] The percentage of
Americans suffering from depression is increasing dramatically, especially
among young adults.[2] Meanwhile, the percentage saying they are “very
happy” has fallen from 36 percent to 19 percent.[3] These patterns are seen
all over the globe, too, and the trend existed even before the COVID-19
pandemic started.[4] People disagree about why this slump is happening on
such a mass scale—blaming technology, or a polarized culture, or culture
change, or the economy, or even politics—but we all know that it is
happening.



Most of us don’t have the ambition of pulling the whole world out of the
slump; we’d be content to help just ourselves. But how, when our problems
come from the outside? If we’re angry or sad or lonely, we need people to
treat us better; we need our finances to improve; we need our luck to change.
Until then, we wait, unhappily, and can only distract ourselves from
discomfort.

This book is about showing you how to break out of this pattern, like
Albina did. You, too, can become the boss of your own life, not an observer.
You can learn to choose how you react to negative circumstances and select
emotions that make you happier even when you get a bad hand. You can focus
your energy not on trivial distractions, but on the basic pillars of happiness
that bring enduring satisfaction and meaning.

You will learn how to manage your life in new ways. However, unlike
other books you may have read (we’ve read them, too), this one is not going
to exhort you to pull yourself up by your bootstraps. This isn’t a book about
willpower—it’s about knowledge, and how to use it. If you couldn’t figure
out something about your car, you wouldn’t solve the problem with extreme
willpower—you’d look at an owner’s manual. Similarly, when something
isn’t right in your happiness, you need clear, science-based information about
how your happiness works before anything else, and then instructions on how
to use this information in your life. That’s what this book is.

This also isn’t another book about minimizing or eliminating pain—yours
or anyone else’s. Life can be hard—much harder for some people than for
others, through no fault of their own. If you’re in pain, this book won’t tell
you to wait it out or extinguish it. Rather, it will show you how to decide to
deal with it, learn from it, and grow through it.

Finally, this book isn’t any kind of quick fix for your life. For Albina,
getting happier took effort and patience, and it will for you, too. Reading this
book is just the start. Practicing the skills requires, well, practice. Some
progress will be immediate, and most likely, people around you will notice
positive changes (and ask your advice). Other lessons will take months or
years to become internal and automatic. That’s not bad news at all, because



the process of managing yourself and making progress is a fun adventure.
Getting happier becomes a new way of life.

Building the life you want takes time and effort. To delay means waiting
for no good reason, missing more time being happier, and making others
happier as well. Albina was unwilling to do that—she was unwilling to miss
the life she wanted while waiting for the universe to change.

If you, too, are done waiting, let’s get started.
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One

Happiness Is Not the Goal, and Unhappiness Is
Not the Enemy

he professor grinned from ear to ear as he addressed the packed
auditorium at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh on a September

evening in 2007. It was his last lecture there, and he was ebullient with joy
as he looked back on his life’s work, on finding good in others, overcoming
obstacles, and living with passion. He was so filled with energy and vigor
that he could barely contain himself. At one point, he dropped to the floor
and performed a set of one-armed push-ups.[1]

The professor was Randy Pausch, a well-known computer scientist,
beloved by his students and colleagues at Carnegie Mellon. You might think
that his joy at his last lecture was because he was retiring to the Caribbean,
or perhaps more likely (he was just forty-seven) moving to a plum post
elsewhere. Neither of these things was true, though.

It was his last lecture because Professor Pausch had terminal pancreatic
cancer, and had been given just a few months to live.

The audience came to hear him, not sure what to expect. Would it be a
tragic reflection on the shortness of life? A list of should-haves? To be sure,
there were a great deal of tears in the auditorium that night, but not from
Randy. “If I don’t seem as depressed or morose as I should be,” he
wisecracked, “sorry to disappoint you.” His speech was a celebration of life,



full of love and joy, to be shared with friends, coworkers, his wife, and his
three young children.

There was simply no denying that Randy was a man who enjoyed a huge
amount of happiness. Even his grim diagnosis could not suppress that self-
evident truth that September night. Over the next few months, as his health
permitted, he enjoyed life to its fullest, inspiring others through the national
media (including Oprah’s show) and posting to his personal web page the
details of his health and treatments, as well as family milestones and many
moments of personal joy.

On July 25, 2008, Randy Pausch died, surrounded by his family and
friends.

In his final months, Randy had done something most of us would consider
unthinkable: he had spent what would naturally be the hardest, gloomiest part
of his life getting happier. How did he do that?

��� ����� ����� ���������

There’s nothing strange about wanting to be happy. “There is no one who
does not wish to be happy,”[2] the theologian and philosopher Augustine
flatly declared in 426 CE, with absolutely no evidence necessary then or
now. Find us someone who says, “I don’t care about being happy,” and we
will show you someone either delusional or not telling the truth.

What do people mean when they say they “want to be happy”? Usually,
two things: First, they are saying they want to achieve (and keep) certain
feelings—joyfulness, cheerfulness, or something similar. Second, they are
saying there is some obstacle to getting this feeling. “I want to be happy” is
almost always followed by “but . . .”

Consider Claudia, an office manager in New York. At age thirty-five,
she’s been living with her boyfriend for the past five years. They love each
other, but he is not ready to make a permanent commitment. Claudia doesn’t
feel that she can plan for the future—where she will live, whether she will



have kids, how her career arc will go. This frustrates her and leaves her at
loose ends, making her feel sad and angry. She wants to be happy, but doesn’t
think she can be until her boyfriend makes up his mind.

Or consider Ryan. He thought that when he was in college he would make
lifelong friends and set his career goals. Instead, he came out of school more
confused about life than when he went in. Now, at age twenty-five, he’s
thousands of dollars in debt, jumps from job to job, and feels aimless. He
hopes he will be happy when the right opportunity comes along and makes
his future clear.

Margaret is fifty. Ten years ago, she thought she had everything figured out
—she worked part-time, her kids were in high school, and she was active in
her community. But since her children left the nest, she’s felt restless and
dissatisfied with everything. She browses houses on Zillow, thinking it might
be helpful to move. She thinks a big change will bring happiness, but she
doesn’t know what the necessary change is.

Finally, there’s Ted. Since he retired, he hasn’t had real friends. He’s lost
touch with everyone from work. He’s been divorced for years, and his adult
children are focused on their own families. Sometimes he reads, but he
mostly watches television to pass the time. He thinks he would be happy if
there were more people in his life, but he can’t seem to find them.

Claudia, Ryan, Margaret, and Ted are normal people with normal
problems—nothing strange or scandalous. (They’re actually composites of
people whom we have met and worked with many times.) Each is dealing
with the ordinary difficulties that any of us could face in our lives, even
without making big missteps or taking foolish risks. And their beliefs about
happiness and life are normal—but mistaken.

Claudia, Ryan, Margaret, and Ted all are living in a state of “I want to be
happy, but . . .” If you break that down, you’ll see that it’s predicated on two
beliefs:

1. I can be happy . . .

2. . . . but my circumstances are keeping me stuck in unhappiness.



The truth is that both those beliefs, as persuasive as they sound, are false.
You can’t be happy—though you can be happier. And your circumstances and
your source of unhappiness don’t have to stop you.

Here’s what we mean when we say you can’t be happy. Searching for
happiness is like searching for El Dorado, the fabled South American city of
gold no one has ever found. When we search for happiness, we may get
glimpses of what it might feel like, but it doesn’t last. People talk about it,
and some claim to possess it, but the people who society says should be
completely happy—the rich, the beautiful, the famous, the powerful—often
seem to wind up in the news with their bankruptcies, personal scandals, and
family troubles. Some people do have more happiness than others, but no one
can master it consistently.

If the secret to total happiness existed, we would have all found it by now.
It would be big business, sold on the internet, taught in every school, and
probably provided by the government. But it isn’t. That’s kind of weird, isn’t
it? The one thing we all want, since Homo sapiens appeared three hundred
thousand years ago in Africa, has remained elusive to pretty much everybody.
We’ve figured out how to make fire, the wheel, the lunar lander, and TikTok
videos, but with all that human ingenuity, we have not mastered the art and
science of getting and keeping the one thing we really want.

That’s because happiness is not a destination. Happiness is a direction.
We won’t find complete happiness on this side of heaven, but no matter
where each of us is in life, we can all be happier. And then happier, and then
happier still.

The fact that complete happiness in this life is impossible might seem like
disappointing news, but it isn’t. It’s the best news ever, actually. It means we
all can finally stop looking for the lost city that doesn’t exist, once and for
all. We can stop wondering what’s wrong with us because we can’t find or
keep it.

We can also stop believing that our individual problems are the reasons
we haven’t achieved happiness. No positive circumstance can give us the
state of bliss we seek. But no negative circumstance can make getting happier
impossible, either. Here is a fact: You can get happier, even if you have



problems. You can even get happier in some cases because you have
problems.

These two mistaken beliefs, and not what life throws at us, are the real
reason so many people are stuck and miserable. They want something that
doesn’t exist, and they think that any progress is impossible until all the
barriers in life are cleared away. And these errors start with an incorrect
answer to a very innocent-sounding question: What is happiness?

���� �� ���������?

Imagine you asked somebody to define a car. She thinks about your question,
and then answers, “A car is . . . well, it’s the feeling I get when I am in a
chair, but like a chair that I sit in when I want to get groceries.” You would
assume she really doesn’t know what a car is. And you certainly won’t lend
her the keys to yours.

Then, you ask her to define a boat. She thinks for a minute and says, “It’s
not a car.”

This is an absurd scenario. And yet weirdly, these are the kinds of
definitions we usually get when we ask someone to define happiness and
unhappiness. Try it yourself. You’ll get something like, “Happiness is . . .
well, I guess it’s a feeling . . . like when I’m with people I love or I’m doing
something I enjoy.” And unhappiness? “It’s the lack of happiness.”

The biggest reason people don’t get happier is because they don’t even
know what they are trying to increase. And the reason they feel stuck in their
unhappiness is because they can’t define what it is. If this is your
predicament, don’t feel too bad. Most people struggle with these definitions.
They talk about feelings, or use bland metaphors, like “sunshine in my soul,”
which an old Presbyterian hymn called happiness.[3]

Even the ancient philosophers struggled to agree on the definition of
happiness. For example, consider the battle between Epicurus and Epictetus.



Epicurus (341–270 BCE) led a school of thought named after himself—
Epicureanism—that argued that a happy life requires two things: ataraxia
(freedom from mental disturbance) and aponia (the absence of physical
pain). His philosophy might be characterized as “If it is scary or painful,
avoid it.” Epicureans saw discomfort as generally negative, and thus the
elimination of threats and problems as the key to a happier life. Not that they
were lazy or unmotivated. They didn’t see enduring fear and pain as
inherently necessary or beneficial, and they focused instead on enjoying life.

Epictetus lived about three hundred years after Epicurus and was one of
the most prominent Stoic philosophers. He believed happiness comes from
finding life’s purpose, accepting one’s fate, and behaving morally regardless
of the personal cost—and he didn’t think much of Epicurus’s feel-good
beliefs. His philosophy could be summarized as “Grow a spine and do your
duty.” People who followed a Stoic style saw happiness as something earned
through a good deal of sacrifice. Not surprisingly, Stoics were generally hard
workers who lived for the future and were willing to incur substantial
personal cost to meet their life’s purpose (as they saw it) without much
complaining. They saw the key to happiness as accepting pain and fear, not
actively avoiding them.

Today, people still break down along Epicurean and Stoic lines—they
look for happiness either in feeling good or in doing their duty. And the
definitions only multiply from there, especially as we travel around the
world. Take, for example, the differences scholars find between Western and
Eastern cultures.[4] In the West, happiness is usually defined in terms of
excitement and achievement. Meanwhile, in Asia, happiness is most often
defined in terms of calm and contentment.

Definitions of happiness even depend on the word for it. In Germanic
languages, happiness is rooted in words related to fortune or positive fate.[5]

In fact, happiness comes from the Old Norse happ, which means “luck.”[6]

Meanwhile, in Latin-based languages, the term comes from felicitas, which
referred in ancient Rome not just to good luck but also to growth, fertility,
and prosperity.[7] Other languages have special words just for the subject.



Danes often describe happiness in terms of hygge, which is something like
coziness and comfortable conviviality.[8]

If happiness were really this subjective—or even worse, a matter of
feelings at any given moment—there would be no way to study it. It would be
like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall. This book would be two words long:
good luck (or maybe good happ).

Fortunately, we can do a lot better than this today. It’s true that different
cultures define happiness somewhat differently, which is why the happiness
comparisons among countries you always see in the news are not very useful
or convincing. It is also true that feelings are associated with happiness. Your
emotions affect how happy you are, and how happy you are affects all your
emotions. But this doesn’t mean that there are no constants across all people,
or that happiness is a feeling.

A good way to define happiness is in terms of its component parts. If you
had to define your Thanksgiving dinner, you might do so by listing the dishes
—turkey, stuffing, sweet potatoes, and so on. Or you might list the
ingredients, if you are a good cook. Or, if you are kind of a nutrition buff, you
might say that dinner—all food, actually—is made of its three
macronutrients: carbohydrates, protein, and fat. To make a good and healthy
dinner, you need all three of these in proper balance.

The dinner would also have a delicious smell that fills the house. Yet you
wouldn’t say that this smell is the dinner. Rather, the smell is evidence of the
dinner. And similarly, happy feelings are not happiness; they are evidence of
happiness. The happiness itself is the real phenomenon, and like the dinner, it
can be defined as a combination of three “macronutrients,” which you need in
balance and abundance in your life.

The macronutrients of happiness are enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose.
The first is enjoyment. This might sound like pleasure—“feeling good.”

However, this isn’t correct. Pleasure is animal; enjoyment is completely
human. Pleasure emanates from parts of the brain dedicated to rewarding us
for certain activities, like eating and sex, that in earlier times would help
keep us alive and passing on our genes. (Today the things that bring pleasure



—from substances to behaviors—are often maladapted and misused, leading
to all sorts of problems.)

Enjoyment takes an urge for pleasure and adds two important things:
communion and consciousness. For example, Thanksgiving dinner can bring
pleasure when it tastes good and fills your belly, but it brings enjoyment
when you eat with loved ones and make a warm memory together, employing
the more conscious parts of your brain. Pleasure is easier than enjoyment, but
it is a mistake to settle for it, because it is fleeting and solitary. All
addictions involve pleasure, not enjoyment.

To be happier, you should never settle for pleasure, but rather make it into
enjoyment. Of course, that involves a certain cost. Enjoyment requires an
investment of time and effort. It means forgoing an easy, effortless thrill. It
often means saying no to cravings and temptations. Sometimes, getting
enjoyment is hard.

The second macronutrient of happiness is satisfaction. It’s that thrill from
accomplishing a goal you worked for. It’s that feeling you have when you get
an A in school or a promotion at work; when you finally buy a house or get
married. It’s how you feel when you do something difficult—maybe even
painful—that meets your life’s purpose as you see it.

Satisfaction is wonderful, but it doesn’t come without work and sacrifice.
If you don’t suffer for something—at least a little—it doesn’t satisfy at all. If
you study all week for a test and get a good grade, it gives you a lot of
satisfaction. But if you cheat to get the same grade, in addition to doing the
wrong thing, you probably get no satisfaction at all. This is one of the reasons
why cutting corners in life is such a bad strategy—it ruins your ability to feel
satisfied.

While satisfaction can bring a huge amount of joy, it is also extremely
elusive: you think that meeting a goal will give you permanent satisfaction,
but it is, of course, temporary. We all know the Rolling Stones’ 1965 megahit
“(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.” It’s actually not right: you can get
satisfaction; you just can’t keep no satisfaction. It is incredibly frustrating—
painful, even—that we strive like crazy, and as soon as we get that burst of
joy, it’s ripped away. That’s why, as Jagger sings, we try, and we try, and we



try to keep it, a behavior that psychologists call the hedonic treadmill, in
which we adapt quickly to good things and have to keep running and running
to keep feeling satisfaction.[9] This is especially true with worldly things like
money, power, pleasure, and prestige (or fame).

The third macronutrient is the most important: purpose. We can make do
without enjoyment for a while, and even without a lot of satisfaction. Without
purpose, however, we are utterly lost, because we can’t deal with life’s
inevitable puzzles and dilemmas. When we do have a sense of meaning and
purpose, we can face life with hope and inner peace.

And yet, people who have a strong sense of meaning often find it in their
suffering. That is the argument of psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor
Frankl, whom we will meet in the next chapter. In his classic memoir, Man’s
Search for Meaning, he writes, “The way in which a man accepts his fate
and all the suffering it entails, the way in which he takes up his cross, gives
him ample opportunity—even under the most difficult circumstances—to add
a deeper meaning to his life.”[10] The common strategy of trying to eliminate
suffering from life to get happier is futile and mistaken; we must instead look
for the why of life to make pain an opportunity for growth.
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Happiness is a combination of enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose. To get
happier is to get more of these elements, in a balanced way—not all of one
and none of another. But if you were reading closely, you noticed one funny
thing about all three: they all have some unhappiness within them.
Enjoyment takes work and forgoing pleasures; satisfaction requires sacrifice
and doesn’t last; purpose almost always entails suffering. Getting happier, in
other words, requires that we accept unhappiness in our lives as well, and
understanding it isn’t an obstacle to our happiness.

If you think this sounds counterintuitive, you’re not alone. Until well into
the twentieth century, unhappiness was generally seen as the lack of



happiness, just like light and dark. Positive and negative emotions were seen
by psychologists as existing on a continuum. For example, if you felt “less
bad” as time passed after a loss or trauma, that also, simply, meant you felt
“more good.”[11]

If you wanted to get happier, then you had to become less unhappy. If your
happiness was decreasing, then your unhappiness was increasing.

The truth is, however, that feelings associated with happiness and
unhappiness can coexist. Modern psychological research has shown that
positive and negative emotions are in fact separable, allowing us to conclude
that happiness is not the absence of unhappiness.[12] (Remember, happiness
and feelings are not the same, but they go together like dinner and the smell of
dinner.) Positive and negative emotions can each be felt in the absence of the
other, simultaneously, or in rapid succession. Some neuroscientists believe
that happy and unhappy feelings largely correspond to activity in different
hemispheres of the brain, noting that negative emotions align with activity on
the left side of the face, positive on the right.[13]

People generally assess their feelings as a blend. “I feel good” means
happiness > unhappiness. However, when instructed to do so, they separate
out their positive and negative emotions fairly accurately. For example,
researchers in one experiment found that people could identify their emotions
about 90 percent of the time.[14] They classified their feelings as purely
positive about 41 percent of the time and purely negative about 16 percent of
the time. The rest (33 percent) were mixed between positive and negative.
All together, then, people discern some negative feelings about half the time,
on average, and positive feelings about three-quarters of the time.

In an experiment, people were asked to go through their entire days and
think about how much positive or negative “affect”—that is, feeling—they
got from each activity, instead of blending the two emotions together.[15] In
general, people had more positive feelings than negative feelings, but this
depended a lot on the activity. Some activities (like socializing) had really
high positive feelings and low negative ones. Others (like taking care of
children or working) were more of a blend. The activities that were most



negative and least positive were commuting and spending time with one’s
boss. (Obviously, then, it’s definitely best not to commute with your boss.)

What all of this means is that you could have high happiness and high
unhappiness at the same time, or vice versa. One does not depend on the
other. It might sound like splitting hairs here, but this is actually a crucial
point. If you believe you have to eradicate your feelings of unhappiness
before you start getting happier, you’re going to be unnecessarily held back
by the perfectly normal negative feelings of everyday life, and you’re going
to miss out on understanding what makes you you.
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We all have our own natural mix of happiness and unhappiness, depending on
our circumstances and character, and our job is to use the mix we’re given to
best effect. The first task in doing that is learning where, in fact, we are.

One way to get evidence of your natural happy-unhappy mix is by
measuring your levels of positive and negative affect—mood—and how they
compare to others’, using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, or
PANAS. PANAS measures the intensity and frequency of positive and
negative affect, and was invented by three psychologists at Southern
Methodist University and the University of Minnesota in 1988.[16] PANAS
indicates whether you tend to experience higher or lower positive and
negative emotional states than average.

To take the test, find a time when you feel relatively neutral about life—
say, right after lunch. Don’t pick a time when you are unusually stressed out
or happier than normal. The test will ask you how deeply you feel a series of
emotions. Answer in general, or on average—not at this very moment.

You have five possible answers for each emotion:

1 = very slightly or not at all

2 = a little



3 = moderately

4 = quite a bit

5 = extremely

Assign these scores to the following twenty emotions:

1. Interested

2. Distressed

3. Excited

4. Upset

5. Strong

6. Guilty

7. Scared

8. Hostile

9. Enthusiastic

10. Proud

11. Irritable

12. Alert

13. Ashamed

14. Inspired

15. Nervous

16. Determined

17. Attentive



18. Jittery

19. Active

20. Afraid

Now, calculate your positive affect by summing your scores for questions
1, 3, 5, 9, 10, 12, 14, 16, 17, and 19. Calculate your negative affect by
summing your scores for questions 2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 11, 13, 15, 18, and 20.

Unless you are the highly unusual person who is right at the average on
both positive (about 35) and negative (about 18), you will fall into one of
four quadrants, as illustrated in Figure 1.[17] If you have above-average
positive affect and above-average negative affect, you’re one of the “Mad
Scientists,” who are always spun up about something. If you’re below-
average positive and below-average negative, you’re a sober and cool
“Judge.” “Cheerleaders,” with above-average positive and below-average
negative, celebrate the good in everything and don’t dwell on the bad.
“Poets,” who register below-average positive and above-average negative,
have trouble enjoying good things, and always know when there is a threat
lurking.



FIGURE 1: The four types of people, based on positive and negative affect

We know, we know: you wish you were in the cheerleader quadrant. But
we can’t all be cheerleaders, and the world needs the other profiles as well.
On a moment’s reflection, you’ll likely realize that it would be a nightmare if
everyone saw only the bright side of everything, because we’d keep making
the same mistakes again and again. Poets are valuable for their perspective
and creativity. (And everyone looks great in a black turtleneck.) Life is more
interesting with Mad Scientists in the mix. And Judges keep us all from
blowing ourselves up with impulsive ideas.

You have a unique role to play in life. Your profile is a gift. But no matter
what your profile is, you have room to increase the happiness in your life. To
do that, you have to understand your natural happiness blend, manage
yourself, and then play to your strengths. For example, let’s say you are a
Mad Scientist. You will tend to react very strongly, good and bad, to things in



your life. This might make you the life of the party, but it can exhaust your
loved ones and coworkers. You need to know this, and work to manage your
strong emotions and reactions.

Maybe you are a Judge. You are cool as a cucumber, and perfect for jobs
like surgeon or spy (or anything in which keeping your head is an advantage
—like raising teenagers). But with friends and loved ones, you might seem a
little too unenthusiastic at times. This knowledge can be useful so that you
work to muster a little more passion than comes naturally, for the sake of
others.

Or perhaps you are a Poet. When everyone says everything’s great, you
say, “Not so fast.” This is important, because it can literally or figuratively
save lives—Poets see problems before others do. But it can make you
pessimistic and hard to be around at times, and you can tend toward
melancholy. You need to learn how to brighten up your assessments and not
catastrophize.

Even a Cheerleader needs emotional self-management. Everyone loves
being a Cheerleader, but keep in mind that you will probably avoid bad news
and have a hard time delivering it. That’s not always a good thing! You will
need to work on that so you can give people the truth, see things accurately in
life, and not say everything is going to be all right when it just isn’t true.

Learning your PANAS profile—your natural blend of happy and unhappy
feelings—can help you get happier because it indicates how to manage your
tendencies, but in separating the two sides, it also points out vividly that your
happiness does not depend on your unhappiness. The PANAS test is
empowering, because using it, many people understand themselves for the
first time, and see that there is nothing weird about or wrong with them. For
example, some people go for many years thinking they are defective because
they experience more negative feelings than others around them, and have a
hard time mustering as much enthusiasm as others. They learn they are simply
Poets. And the world needs Poets.
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How should you think about your unhappiness? First of all, you should be
thankful for it. The human brain reserves space specifically to process
negative emotions.[18] And thank goodness: negative emotions don’t just help
us achieve enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose; they also keep us alive.
Threats are more likely to hurt us than treats are to help us, which is why you
probably wouldn’t accept a simple coin flip to either double your savings or
go completely broke. As a matter of fact, if you have any kind of nest egg
you’ve worked for, you probably wouldn’t even take nine-to-one odds for
this bet, because the one-in-ten chance of losing everything is a prospect too
terrible to face.

Thus, we are better suited to processing unhappy feelings than happy ones,
to keep us safe and alert to danger. This is called negativity bias.[19] Negative
emotions also help us to learn valuable lessons so we don’t make mistakes
again and again. That’s the case made by the late psychotherapist Emmy Gut,
who showed in her research that negative feelings can be a helpful response
to problems in the environment, leading us to pay appropriate attention and
come up with solutions.[20] In other words, when we are sad or angry about
something, we may be more likely to fix it. And that, of course, leads us to be
happier in the long run.

For example, think about regret. No one enjoys their regrets in life. Some
declare they will have no regrets at all (even to the point of tattooing NO
REGRETS on their bodies) so they can be happier. It’s true that when
unanalyzed and unmanaged, regret can be poison for your well-being.
Obsessive regret is implicated in depression and anxiety, especially among
ruminators: the people who go over and over their regrets excessively,
cutting a deep groove into their daily life.[21] Too much regret can even affect
your hormones and immune system.[22]

But going to the other extreme is even worse. Extinguishing your regrets
doesn’t put you on a path to freedom; it consigns you to making the same



mistakes over and over again. True freedom requires that we put regret in its
proper place in our lives and learn from it without letting it weigh us down.

As uncomfortable as it is, regret is an amazing cognitive feat. It requires
that you go back to a past scenario, imagine that you acted differently to
change it, and with that new scenario in mind, arrive at a different present—
and then compare that fictional present with the one you are experiencing in
reality. For example, if today your relationship with your partner has soured,
your regret might mentally take you back to last year. You would remember
your own pettiness and irritability, and then imagine yourself showing more
patience and being kind instead of hurtful at key moments. Then you would
fast-forward to today and see a relationship that is flourishing instead of
languishing.

This process is why, while uncomfortable, regret leads to learning. As
Daniel Pink, author of a whole book on regret, says, “If we reckon with our
regrets properly, they can sharpen our decisions and improve our
performance.”[23] Instead of letting the specter of your failed relationship
make you miserable, by simply wishing it had turned out differently, you can
be honest with yourself about what went wrong and use that knowledge to
enjoy better relationships in the future.

Another area of life where unhappiness helps us is creativity. Artists are
known for being a bit gloomy and finding their inspiration in darkness—the
low-positive, high-negative profile is called the Poet for a reason. No
surprise that it was a famous poet, John Keats, who wrote, “Do you not see
how necessary a World of Pains and troubles is to school an intelligence and
make it a soul?”[24]

Scientists have found that Keats was right. One study even measured the
effect of unhappiness on the productivity of artists, looking at (among others)
the composer Ludwig van Beethoven, who was most productive after his
setbacks in health (he went progressively deaf) and family (he was the
guardian of his nephew Karl, with whom he had a miserable relationship).[25]

The research found that among great composers like Beethoven, a 37 percent
increase in sadness led to, on average, one extra major composition.



The reason for this is that when people are sad, they focus on the
unpleasant parts of their lives. This tends to stimulate a part of the brain
called the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, which allows us to focus intensely
on other complex problems as well—like writing a business plan, or a book,
or a symphony—or to figure out a solution to a complicated life problem.[26]

Some psychologists believe that the best target to shoot for is just enough
unhappiness to be in a group we might call “second-happiest.” In 2007, a
group of researchers asked college students to rate their net well-being on a
scale from “unhappy” to “very happy.”[27] Like a lot of general well-being
tests, this was intended to measure something like “happiness minus
unhappiness.” They compared the results with participants’ academic results
(GPA, missed classes) and social indicators (number of close friends, time
spent dating). Though the “very happy” participants had the best social lives,
they performed worse in school than those who were merely “happy.”

The researchers then examined a data set from another study that rated
incoming college freshmen’s “cheerfulness” and tracked their income nearly
two decades later. They found that the most cheerful in 1976 were not the
highest earners in 1995; that distinction once again went to the second-
highest group, which rated their cheerfulness as “above average” but not in
the highest 10 percent.

Fine, you might be saying, the happiest people didn’t earn the most—you
might take that trade. But other research suggests this is because of a lack of
caution; since negative emotions can help us assess threats, it stands to
reason that too much good feeling can lead us to disregard these threats. And
in fact, the highest levels of purely positive emotion have been connected to
engaging in dangerous behaviors such as alcohol and drug use and binge
eating.[28] Good feelings now, bad feelings later.

Here’s the bottom line: Without unhappiness, you wouldn’t survive, learn,
or come up with good ideas. Even if you could get rid of your unhappiness, it
would be a huge mistake. The secret to the best life is to accept your
unhappiness (so you can learn and grow) and manage the feelings that result.
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To see our lives clearly, to get unstuck from our problems, and to see the
opportunities in our futures, we need to see happiness and unhappiness
differently than most people do: happiness is not the goal, and unhappiness is
not the enemy. (Of course, we are not talking here about medical issues, like
anxiety and depression. These are real maladies that require care and
treatment. Rather, we mean the suffering and trouble that everyone faces in
life.)

None of this is to say that we should shun good feelings, or that we’re
foolish for wanting to be less unhappy. On the contrary, the desire for greater
joy and less sadness is natural and normal. However, making the quest for
positive feelings—and the fight to banish negative ones—the highest or only
goal is a costly and counterproductive life strategy. Unmitigated happiness is
impossible to achieve (in this mortal coil, at least), and chasing it can be
dangerous and deleterious to our success. More important, doing so
sacrifices many of the elements of a good life.

Perhaps you are wondering if we are suggesting that you look for
suffering. There’s no need; suffering will find you—and everyone else. The
point is that each of us can strive for a rich life in which we not only enjoy
delicious honey but can also appreciate the bees responsible for it. This is
more than a shift in mindset. It is a new way of life, full of opportunities you
have never seen before. By embracing your life without fear, you can manage
your emotions. And once you do that, you will be free to build on the pillars
that will set you on the path to getting happier for the rest of your life.

Understanding happiness and unhappiness is necessary, which is why we
started with this topic. But it is only the first step in building a better life. The
second step is managing our positive and negative emotions, so we get
stronger and smarter and spend less time distracting ourselves from the parts
of life we don’t enjoy. We will cover this in the next three chapters.



Managing Your Emotions



A Note from Oprah

I’ve spent some of my happiest moments sitting under a tree with a
good book to read. Or napping in front of a crackling fire snuggling
with my dogs. Or puttering around my warm kitchen on a chilly, rainy
day, assembling ingredients for a hearty stew. Part of the good feeling
is a deep and powerful sense of having everything I need right there.
And that is the great lesson of this book. If you want to make yourself
happier, you already have everything you need to do so, within you, at
any moment, at this moment, today.

That last sentence incorporates two lessons we’ve already
learned: First, that it’s about happier—a relative, contextualized,
fluid condition, not some perfect fixed ideal of nirvana. And second,
that happier is not a state of being, but a state of doing—not a thing
you wait around and hope for, but an achievable change you actively
work toward.

This is one of the things I admire about Arthur as a teacher: he
does such a good job defining his terms. One reason I’m sure you’ll
find this book so helpful is that it gives you a language for talking
about—and even more important, for thinking about—happiness.
Having a language turns what for most of us is an abstract and vague
concept into something much more concrete—something we can
understand, consider from different angles, experiment with, play
around with. You’ll learn a few science-y terms (hello, behavioral
inhibition system). You’ll also relearn, in the specific context of
happiness, some very familiar words (optimism versus hope,
empathy versus compassion). You’ll be introduced to several Arthur-



isms—concepts that are terrifically useful because they’re terrifically
sticky, like emotional caffeine and useless friends.

But the two most valuable things you’ll learn—the words you
should tape to your refrigerator or frame and hang on the wall
someplace where you’ll see them five or ten times a day—are these:
“Your emotions are signals to your conscious brain that something is
going on that requires your attention and action—that’s all they are.
Your conscious brain, if you choose to use it, gets to decide how you
will respond to them.” Once more for good measure: Your emotions
are only signals. And you get to decide how you’ll respond to them.
The emotion is the tap on the shoulder, the elbow nudge in your side.
What you do about it is completely your call.

You see what that means, right? All the times when you’ve felt
overwhelmed by your feelings, when it’s felt as though you’re a
prisoner of those feelings, when it’s seemed as though the feelings are
driving the bus and the best you can do is buckle up—you don’t have
to live like that anymore. There are strategies you can use to take
back the wheel. As Arthur will explain, this doesn’t mean you’ll
never again have to deal with anger or fear or jealousy or sorrow or
disappointment, but that’s precisely the point: You can deal with
them. You feel the feel, then take the wheel. You get to decide how
you’ll respond.

One of the most trying times in my life was when I was literally on
trial, back in 1998. You may have heard of it: I was sued by Texas
beef producers for saying something about hamburgers. Now, to put
this in perspective, I wasn’t on trial for my life. If the verdict hadn’t
gone my way, I wouldn’t have had to go to prison. Still, being on trial
is a challenging and exhausting experience. It was difficult and
stressful, and it’s never a good feeling to be wrongly accused.

And yet, looking back, I would say that during those six weeks I
spent in Amarillo, I had reason to be happy. By which I mean my
version of happy, which is content. On the personality test Arthur



shared in the previous chapter, I’m a Judge—I generally don’t have
super-high highs or super-low lows.

(By the way, in case you’re wondering, Arthur is a Mad Scientist.
It turns out this combination makes a great team, because Judges and
Mad Scientists complement each other.)

It’s a wonderful thing to be able to make yourself content in trying
circumstances. It’s as though you have a ledger: yes, in the minus
column there might be something difficult or bad or unpleasant, but
there’s also a plus column. In Amarillo, my plus column had kind
people who wished me well every morning at the courthouse
entrance. And a bed-and-breakfast I delighted in. It was clean. I had a
comfortable bed. I could take a hot bath every night. There was pie in
the refrigerator. (For me, pie means a lot. Not kidding.) I was able to
keep my beloved cocker spaniels, Sophie and Solomon, there. And I
was able to keep working, taping the Oprah show every day after
five p.m. when court was over.

Despite my circumstances, in that bed-and-breakfast I had
everything I needed, including the thing I may have needed most:
gratitude. It’s an emotion I highly recommend for anyone who’s going
through a trial—any trial life might have in store—and it’s one Arthur
will be talking about in the next section. As you read, I humbly offer
you two Oprah-isms to keep in mind: feel the feel, then take the
wheel. And happierness.



V

Two

The Power of Metacognition

iktor Frankl, whom we met in the previous chapter, lived through
problems most of us can’t even imagine. A Jewish psychiatrist from

Austria, he was arrested with his loved ones and deported by the Germans to
Nazi concentration camps, where he spent nearly four years, until the end of
the war.[1] Of those captured, he was the only survivor in his family; his
father, mother, wife, and brother all perished. He himself narrowly escaped
death many times, and suffered profound brutality.

After the Allied liberation and his release, Frankl returned to his home in
Vienna. Reflecting on his experience, in 1946 he published his memoir of life
in the concentration camp. It was a global bestseller, and a chronicle of hope
in the midst of suffering. It inspired generations of people all over the world,
with its simple message that life can be lived with beauty even under the
worst circumstances.

Frankl’s message was not that life will automatically be good, however,
which it obviously isn’t. Nor was it that we can somehow escape pain with
some special mind trick. He acknowledges that every life has suffering—
some a lot more than others. Further, as a psychiatrist, he knew that we react
to suffering with negative emotion, which is natural. But a bad life is not our
fate, because we have a choice as to how to respond to our emotions. In
Frankl’s words, “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last
of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of
circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”



In other words, you can’t choose your feelings, but you can choose your
reaction to your feelings. What he was saying is that if someone abandons
you, you will feel sadness and anger, but you can choose whether to be bitter
as a result, and thus affect how quickly you will recover. If someone you love
gets sick, you will be afraid, but you can choose how you express this fear,
and how it affects your life.

Feelings, in the enterprise of your life, are like weather to a construction
company. If it rains or snows or is unseasonably hot, it affects the ability to
get work done. But the right response is not trying to change the weather
(which would be impossible) or wishing the weather were different (which
doesn’t help). It is having contingency plans in place for bad weather, being
ready, and managing projects in a way that is appropriate to the conditions on
a given day.

The process of managing this weather is called metacognition.
Metacognition (which technically means “thinking about thinking”) is the act
of experiencing your emotions consciously, separating them from your
behavior, and refusing to be controlled by them.[2]

Metacognition begins with understanding what emotions are and how they
work. From there, you can learn some basic strategies for reframing emotions
about your present and your past. And with some practice, you’ll be able to
stop letting your feelings direct your behavior—conscious you can be the
adult in charge.

���� �����, �� ��������

In the previous chapter, we explained that happiness and unhappiness are not
the same thing as positive and negative feelings. Feelings are associated
with happiness and unhappiness, however, and are something we experience
forcefully and directly every day. Left unmanaged, they can run amok, making
getting happier hard or impossible. Think of this using the metaphor once
again of food versus the smell of food. The food itself is the most important



thing, but if the smell is all wrong, the meal is spoiled. Therefore, while we
already touched on emotions, and you measured your affect levels using
PANAS, here we need to dig more deeply into the science of emotions.

The most basic understanding of emotions starts with what neuroscientist
Paul D. MacLean in the 1970s called the triune brain.[3] If you have heard
this before, it’s probably because the renowned astrophysicist Carl Sagan
made the idea famous in his books and popular television show, Cosmos, in
the 1980s. This is a theory that human brains evolved over millions of years
in three distinct stages.

According to MacLean, the oldest part is the brain stem, sometimes called
the reptilian brain because it does things that even lizards can do, like
regulating instinctive behaviors and motor functions. The second is the
limbic system, or paleomammalian brain, which is more recently evolved
and translates basic stimuli into emotions that we feel, signaling to us what’s
going on around us and thus how we should react. Finally, there is the
neocortex, which MacLean suggested is the newest part—the most human, or
neomammalian, brain. This is the part that governs decision-making,
perception, judgment, and language.

A lot of newer research argues that this three-part model is inaccurate
because it isn’t clear when each part evolved, and the functions are not so
neatly segregated.[4] For example, while the limbic system is primarily
responsible for feelings that we believe “happen to us,” the neocortex is not
purely analytical and participates in complex ways in emotional responses to
our environment.

Without getting into technical scientific controversies about evolution and
specific brain functions, it is still useful to think of your brain engaged in a
series of three functions to keep you alive and thriving.

1. Detection. Something happens in your environment. For example, a car
—the modern equivalent of a huge predator—is speeding toward you
while you are walking through an intersection. Before you are at all
conscious of this, the image is processed by the retinas of the eyes (a
part of the brain outside your skull!), sending the information to the



visual cortex of your brain, located in the occipital lobe, at the very
back and bottom of your head.[5]

2. Reaction. Your amygdala—a part of the limbic system deep within
your brain—receives a signal that there is a threat to your safety, which
is translated into the primary emotion of fear. This happens in
something like 0.074 seconds.[6] The amygdala then sends a signal
through the hypothalamus (also part of the limbic system) to the
pituitary gland, a pea-shaped organ at the bottom middle of your brain.
This tells the adrenal glands down by your kidneys to spit out stress
hormones to make your heart pound and give you a lightning-fast
reaction to jump out of the way. Your periaqueductal gray, which also
receives a note from your amygdala, tells your body to move.[7]

3. Decision. Meanwhile, your prefrontal cortex—the large mass of tissue
right behind your forehead—is getting a signal about what’s happening.
Your brain stem and limbic system have already saved your life, but
now you have to decide consciously how to react. Laugh it off? Shake
your fist? You decide, using your prefrontal cortex. Recognition of the
feelings in your body caused by the stress hormones can alter that
decision.

In this case, the emotion of fear has helped save your life. Remember that
unhappiness is important because it helps us to learn and improve. Similarly,
negative emotions are crucial because they tell us how to react to the world
in a way that helps us survive and thrive. Negative emotions are protective
against threats like predators; positive emotions reward us for things that we
need, like good food. When neuroscientists look at the character Spock on
Star Trek—a Vulcan who is humanlike but does not express or react to
emotions—they scoff that he’d be dead in a week.

This is the most basic argument for being thankful for bad feelings. Next
time you are regretting negative feelings and wishing you didn’t have them,
think about this. They aren’t fun, but that’s the point. Getting your attention
and making you act is how they protect you.
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You have two types of emotions: primary (sometimes called basic) and
complex. The first can be felt by themselves, or in combinations that make up
the second. Neuroscientists disagree on the exact classification of the
primary positive emotions—neuroscience is a relatively new field, and
neuroscientists still disagree on a lot of things. But there is fairly wide
agreement that the primary negative emotions are sadness, anger, disgust, and
fear.[8] None of these emotions are fun, but they are protective. Fear and
anger help us respond to threats with fight-or-flight reactions. Disgust alerts
us to pathogens by making us avoid contact with something. Sadness makes
us want to avoid losing the things and people we need (which explains grief,
the psychological distress of being unable to locate a loved one).

Of course, these emotions can be maladapted. For example, while fear of
rejection by others is an evolved trait from a time when it meant being cast
out of your tribe and wandering the frozen tundra and dying alone, today you
might feel it if someone says something critical about you on Twitter. While
disgust is a trait helping you smell rotting food before you eat it, today a
politician might encourage you to feel it for someone who disagrees with you
politically. That’s why we need to learn how to manage our emotions to live
a better life.

Positive emotions usually include joy, which psychologists define as “a
feeling of extreme gladness, delight, or exultation . . . arising from a sense of
well-being or satisfaction.”[9] It is highly pleasurable but fleeting. This
makes it very different from the way a lot of religious thinkers define joy,
which is more of a lasting inner contentment because of one’s relationship
with God. Christians define it as a “fruit of the spirit,” a well-being that
transcends our earthly circumstances.

For neuroscientists and psychologists, joy is a reward for meeting an
objective or getting something you want, and it thus makes you continue to
strive for the things in life that keep you alive and likely to find mates. As



you can see, this positive emotion is similar to the negative ones, but it pulls
us toward things instead of pushing us away.

Another positive primary emotion some researchers include on the list is
interest. Interest is pleasurable. Humans hate boring things and love
interesting things. Of course, tastes differ. Some people find soccer
interesting and baseball boring. Some people adore science documentaries,
and others are fascinated by cooking shows. Despite individual differences,
the overall reason for this emotion is that humans make progress and prosper
when they learn new things. Thus, evolution favors the people who love
learning and rewards them with pleasure.

Complex emotions include shame, guilt, and contempt, which are
cocktails of the primary emotions. For example, contempt is the conviction
that someone or something is totally worthless. That’s actually a blend of
anger and disgust. You can see how it might help you avoid something
terrible for you in society, but you can also imagine how treating others with
contempt because of, say, their religion, could be a really bad idea—and
something to manage.
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Your emotions are signals to your conscious brain that something is going on
that requires your attention and action—that’s all they are. Your conscious
brain, if you choose to use it, gets to decide how you will respond to them.
Think of metacognition as moving the experience of an emotion from the
limbic system of the brain into your prefrontal cortex. You might compare it
to the process of taking petroleum from the well (your limbic system) to a gas
refinery (the prefrontal cortex), where it can be made into something you can
use purposively.

We all know the feeling of lashing out when angry and then feeling sorry
afterward, or shrieking in fear at something without thinking and then being
embarrassed. You might say this is being “authentic,” but it is also failing to



be metacognitive. When you tell your young child, who is having a tantrum,
“Use your words!” you are telling her to be metacognitive: to use her
prefrontal cortex instead of just the limbic system. Similarly, metacognition
is what you were taught to do when you are angry: before saying anything,
count to ten. That is basically giving your prefrontal cortex time to catch up
to your limbic system so it can decide how to react. Social scientists refer to
people who react automatically without thinking as “limbic,” and now you
know why.

By the way, the advice to count to ten can be made a little more precise.
Thomas Jefferson once wrote, “When angry, count ten, before you speak; if
very angry, an [sic] hundred.”[10] In other words, count longer the angrier you
are, or the lower your general level of self-control. One good rule of thumb
devised by psychologists is to wait thirty seconds while imagining the
consequences of saying what’s in your head.[11] Say you receive an insulting
email from a client at work and want to fire back an indignant response.
Don’t write back yet. Instead, slowly count to thirty, imagine your boss
reading the exchange (which she might), then imagine seeing the person face-
to-face after he reads your response. Your response will be much better,
because your prefrontal cortex, not your limbic system, answered the email.

Metacognition doesn’t mean you can avoid negative feelings. Rather, it
means you can understand them, learn from them, and make sure they don’t
lead to detrimental actions, which is principally how they become a source
of misery in your life. A moment of fear is not necessarily a big deal; it can
even be an interesting bit of data—remember, bad feelings are normal and
fine. The fear becomes a problem when it makes you behave with hostility or
timidity, which hurts you and others for no good reason.

Let’s now turn to some ways to apply these ideas to our lives.
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Everyone—even the most privileged among us—has life conditions they
would like to change. As the early sixth-century Roman philosopher Boethius
put it, “One has abundant riches, but is shamed by his ignoble birth. Another
is conspicuous for his nobility, but through the embarrassments of poverty
would prefer to be obscure. A third, richly endowed with both, laments the
loneliness of an unwedded life.”[12]

Sometimes it’s possible to change your circumstances. If you hate your
job, you can usually look for a new one. If you are in a bad relationship, you
can try to improve it, or leave it. But sometimes it isn’t practical or even
possible. Maybe you hate the weather where you live, but you have family
there and a good job, so leaving wouldn’t make sense. Maybe you have been
diagnosed with a chronic illness for which there are no promising treatment
options. Perhaps your romantic partner has left you against your wishes and
cannot be persuaded otherwise. Maybe there is something you don’t like
about your body that isn’t possible to change. Maybe you are even in prison.

Here, metacognition comes to the rescue. Between the conditions around
you and your response to them is a space to think and make decisions. In this
space, you have freedom. You can choose to try remodeling the world, or you
can start by changing your reaction to it.

Changing how you experience your negative emotions can be much easier
than changing your physical reality, even if it seems unnatural. Your emotions
can seem out of your control at the best of times, and even more so during a
crisis—which is exactly when managing them would give you the greatest
benefit. That can be blamed in part on biology. As you read a minute ago,
negative emotions such as anger and fear activate the amygdala, which
increases vigilance toward threats and improves your ability to detect and
avoid danger. In other words, stress makes you fight, flee, or freeze—not
think, “What would a prudent reaction be at this moment? Let’s consider the
options.” This makes good evolutionary sense: half a million years ago,
taking time to manage your emotions would have made you a tiger’s lunch.

In the modern world, however, stress and anxiety are usually chronic, not
episodic.[13] Odds are, you no longer need your amygdala to help you outrun
the tiger without asking your conscious brain’s permission. Instead, you use it



to handle the nonlethal problems that pester you all day long. Your work is
stressing you out, for example, or you aren’t getting along with your spouse.
Even if you don’t have tigers to outrun, you can’t relax in your cave, because
these ordinary things are bothering you.

No surprise, then, that chronic stress often leads to maladaptive coping
mechanisms in modern life.[14] These include the misuse of drugs and
alcohol, rumination on the sources of stress, self-harm, and self-blaming.
These responses don’t just fail to provide long-term relief; they can further
compound your problems through addiction, depression, and increased
anxiety. What these coping techniques do is try to change the outside world—
at least as you perceive it. People who misuse alcohol often say that a few
drinks turn off the day’s anxieties like a switch; problems (temporarily) are
less threatening.

Metacognition offers a much better, healthier, and more permanent
solution. Consider the emotions that your circumstances are stimulating in
you. Observe them as if they’re happening to someone else, and accept them.
Write them down to make sure they are completely conscious. Then consider
how you can choose reactions not based on your negative emotions, but
rather based on the outcomes you prefer in your life.

For example, let’s imagine you have a job that is really bringing you
down. Let’s say you are bored and stressed, and your boss isn’t competent.
You come home every day tired and frustrated, and you wind up drinking too
much and watching a lot of dumb television to distract your mind. Tomorrow,
try a new tactic. During the day, take a few minutes every hour or so, and ask,
“How am I feeling?” Jot it down. Then after work, journal your experiences
and feelings over the course of the day. Also write down how you responded
to these feelings, and which responses were more and less constructive. Do
this for two weeks, and you will find you are feeling more in control and
acting in more productive ways. You will also be able to start seeing how
you can manage your outside environment better, perhaps making a timeline
to update your résumé and asking a few people for job market advice, and
then you might actually start looking for something new. (We’ll offer a few
more lessons like this at the end of the chapter.)



The Roman philosopher Boethius, it turns out, was a master of this, and in
circumstances much worse than yours or mine. His were more or less like
Viktor Frankl’s, in fact. He wrote the words quoted previously from a prison
cell while awaiting execution in 524 CE, after being accused of conspiracy
against the Ostrogothic King Theodoric—a crime of which he was likely not
guilty, but for which he was ultimately executed.[15] Boethius could not
change his unfair circumstances. However, he could and did change his
attitude toward them. “So true is it that nothing is wretched, but thinking
makes it so,” he wrote, “and conversely every lot is happy if borne with
equanimity.”[16] To take this to heart and act on it is one of the greatest
secrets to increased well-being, but it doesn’t have to be a secret. If Boethius
could be metacognitive, so can we.
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You can manage bad feelings, and decide how to react when dealing with
bad circumstances. But what about bad memories? We can’t change those,
right? Wrong: metacognition gives us this power.

“At home I dream that at Naples . . . I can be intoxicated with beauty, and
lose my sadness,” the American philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in
his essay “Self-Reliance” in 1841.[17] “I pack my trunk, embrace my friends,
embark on the sea, and at last wake up in Naples.” Sounds wonderful! But
then he continues: “And there beside me is the stern fact, the sad self,
unrelenting, identical, that I fled from.” You can’t escape your past, because
it travels with you into the future, inside your head. Your memories are the
first thing you unpack in Naples.

You can’t alter history. You can, however, change your perception of it.
The next best thing to a time machine is rewriting the story of your memories
using metacognition, making the baggage of your past a little lighter on your
shoulders as you travel through the present and future.



Humans are time travelers by nature; in fact, scientists have found that we
may retain memories of the past precisely so that we can envision and
predict the future.[18] Imagine a beach in Spain you would like to visit but
never have; the picture in your head might look suspiciously like that beach
in Florida from last year. This feat explains why we are so successful as a
species: past events give us a crystal ball, which we can use to decide what
to do and what to avoid doing.

Modern neuroscience shows that memory is more about reconstruction
than retrieval. Each time we conjure up the past, several parts of the brain
(including the angular gyrus and the hippocampus) piece together various bits
of stored information to assemble a memory.[19] This process is a biological
marvel but prone to change with time, as researchers have shown in various
ways over the past few decades. For example, shortly after the explosion of
the Challenger space shuttle in 1986, two psychologists asked university
students to recount in detail how they had heard the news of the event.[20]

Thirty months later, they asked the same students the same question. In 93
percent of the cases, the accounts were inconsistent, despite the respondents
remembering the details vividly and feeling confident in their memories. You
might have experienced something similar if, say, you and your sister differ
in your recollection of a particularly contentious Thanksgiving.

The reason your memories change is that you construct stories of past
events from fragments of memories in accordance with your current self-
narratives.[21] You look to days gone by to figure out who you are and why
you are doing what you’re doing now. To make past information fit your
current circumstances, friends, and enterprises, you unconsciously
paraphrase your history.

Your shifting memories aren’t necessarily inaccurate; rather, they are
assembled from partial sets of details, and the exact details you remember
change each time you dust a memory off. You and your sister might simply
remember different aspects of that Thanksgiving dinner that reinforce your
different current circumstances: she says the day was ruined by Aunt Marge
(and currently isn’t on speaking terms with Aunt Marge); you (who love



Marge today) say there was a minor disagreement at the table, but no harm
was done.

The particular details you retrieve about past events generally correspond
with your current emotional state. For example, researchers have observed
that when you are feeling afraid, you tend to construct memories that focus on
the sources of threats and remember the past as more full of specific things
that hurt you than you otherwise would.[22] In contrast, if you are happy today,
your memories will probably be broader and more general. Neither set of
memories is erroneous—they are just reconstructed in different ways, based
on current emotions.

The fact that your current conditions and feelings influence how you
reconstruct memories gives you a lot of power to change your understanding
of the past. And if you consciously reconstruct the past more positively, it can
help you make decisions about the future—to make useful alterations but
avoid changing your present arbitrarily in hopes of a better life.

The next time you want to make a positive change in your life, don’t limit
your imagination to a change of scenery or the people around you. Start with
the backdrop of your life, the very thing that is probably making you restless
in the first place. Maybe you want to escape the city where you spent the
torturous months of coronavirus shutdowns—which perhaps made you feel
isolated and lonely, or harmed your relationships—by moving. Before you
get on Zillow, interrogate those painful memories; don’t let them roam around
by themselves. Instead, think of the sweet moments you’ve had at home, the
kindness you received during those uncertain early pandemic days, and the
lessons you learned about yourself. Maybe in the end you will decide to
leave for Naples. Whether you go or stay, your consciously managed past
will make a fine travel companion.
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Metacognition requires practice, especially if you haven’t ever thought about
it before. There are four practical ways to get started. First, when you
experience intense emotion, simply observe your feelings.

The Buddha taught his followers that to manage emotions, one must
observe them as if they were happening to someone else.[23] In this way, one
can understand them consciously and let them pass away naturally instead of
allowing them to turn into something destructive. Try this yourself when, for
example, you have a strong disagreement with your partner or a friend and
are feeling angry. Sit quietly and think about the feelings you are
experiencing. Imagine them moving physically from your limbic system into
your prefrontal cortex. There, observe the anger as if it were happening to
someone else. Then say to yourself, “I am not this anger. It will not manage
me or make my decisions for me.” This will leave you calmer and more
empowered.

Second, as we touched on briefly before, journal your emotions. You may
have noticed that when you are upset, if you write about what you are feeling,
you immediately feel better. Journaling is in fact one of the best ways to
achieve metacognition, because it forces you to translate inchoate feelings
into specific thoughts, an action that requires your prefrontal cortex.[24] This
in turn creates emotional knowledge and regulation, which provide a sense of
control. Recent research shows this clearly. In one study, college students
who were assigned structured self-reflective journaling were better able to
understand and regulate their feelings about school.[25]

For example, if you are feeling frantic about all the things you need to do,
without metacognition there is no way to organize the problem in your mind.
Your limbic system is designed to send alarms, not make lists. On a busy day,
start with your coffee and calmly make a list of the things you need to do, in
order of importance. Your prefrontal cortex is now in charge and you will
feel much more in control. You will also have the presence of mind to decide
which things get done today, which you will leave until tomorrow, and which
you might even decide to do . . . never.

As another example, say you are in a relationship that is souring against
your wishes. Don’t use a confrontational (limbic) reaction right off the bat.



Instead, take a few days to record what is happening as accurately as
possible, as well as your reaction to it. Write down different ways you might
react constructively, based on different possible responses from the other
person. You will find that you are calmer and better able to cope with the
situation, even if it feels unfixable.

Third, keep a database of positive memories, not just negative ones.
Mood and memory exist in a feedback loop: bad memories lead to bad
feelings, which lead you to reconstruct bad memories. When you are in a
highly limbic state, your mind can be saying everything is terrible and always
will be, even though that is surely wrong. However, if you purposely conjure
up happier memories, you can interrupt this doom loop. Researchers have
shown that asking people to think of happy things from their past can improve
their mood.[26] You can reap similar benefits in a systematic way by keeping
a journal of happy memories and reviewing it when you feel down or out of
control.

Fourth, look for meaning and learning in the hard parts of life. Every life
contains authentic bad memories. We’re not suggesting that you try to
reconstruct a past that expunges them or makes them rosy. In some cases, that
would be impossible—they are just too painful. Furthermore, some terrible
memories can lead us to learning and progress or keep us from repeating
mistakes.

Try methodically to see how such painful memories help you learn and
grow. Scholars have shown that when people reflect on difficult experiences
with the explicit goal of finding meaning and improving themselves, they tend
to give better advice, make better decisions, and solve problems more
effectively.[27]

In your journal, reserve a section for painful experiences, writing them
down right afterward. Leave two lines below each entry. After one month,
return to the journal and write in the first blank line what you learned from
that bad experience in the intervening period. After six months, fill in the
second line with the positives that ultimately came from it. You will be
amazed at how this exercise changes your perspective on your past.



For example, say you are passed over for a promotion at work. You are
understandably disappointed and hurt, and you want to either vent about it to
friends or put it out of your mind. Before you do either of those things, write
down “Passed over for promotion” in your journal, with the date. In a month,
go back to it, and record something constructive that you learned, such as “I
mostly got over the disappointment after only about five days.” Then, after
six months, go back and write down something beneficial, such as “I started
looking for a new job, and found one I like better.”
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When it comes to our emotions, most of us have more power than we think.
We don’t have to be managed by our feelings. We don’t have to hope that
tomorrow will be a happy day so we can enjoy our lives, or dread our
negative feelings because they will make our happiness impossible. How our
emotions affect us, and our reaction to them, can be our decision.

Our decision-making doesn’t have to stop there. Frequently, we have a
choice of emotions themselves—because there is more than one reasonable
way to feel about the situation at hand. This is not to say we can or should
feel happy when someone we love dies, of course, which would be
inappropriate. Rather, there are many times when there are two emotional
options that match the circumstances we face, and one is better than the other
for our happiness (and that of others). The next chapter reveals how to see
the better option and grab it.
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Three

Choose a Better Emotion

ost likely, you are a regular user of caffeine in some form. Most
Americans are.[1] Caffeine is the mostly widely used drug in our

society, by far.
Did you ever stop to wonder how it works? When you ingest caffeine, it

quickly enters your brain, where it competes with a chemical called
adenosine. Adenosine is a neuromodulator, which sends a signal from one
part of your brain to another. A neuron shoots it out, and then another
neuron’s receptor, perfectly sized to the adenosine molecule, sucks it up to
get the information it contains about how you are supposed to feel.[2]

Adenosine’s job is to make you feel tired when it plugs into its receptors.
At the end of a long day, you produce a lot of adenosine so you know bedtime
is coming and it’s time to relax. If you didn’t sleep well enough (or maybe
even if you did), you’ll still have some in there in the morning, making you
feel groggy. That’s where caffeine comes in. This molecule is shaped almost
exactly like adenosine, so it fits into adenosine’s receptors. Then, when
adenosine shows up to make you sleepy or keep you tired, it can’t plug in
because caffeine is sitting in there already. In truth, caffeine doesn’t pep you
up—it simply prevents you from feeling drowsy. With enough caffeine,
there’s almost no adenosine plugged in at all, so you lose all fatigue and feel
jittery.

Most people use caffeine because they aren’t content with the way they
feel naturally, and want better outcomes in mood and work. It does so through



substitution of one molecule for another.
Caffeine is a good metaphor for the next principle of emotional self-

management: You often don’t have to accept the emotion you feel first.
Rather, you can substitute a better one that you want.

Your feelings at any moment are being produced to give you an effect that
your brain believes is appropriate. For example, somebody cuts you off in
traffic, and your brain interprets this as a good reason for you to get angry. It
lights up your amygdala and makes you ready to fight—or at least insult the
other driver.

Just maybe, however, you don’t want to act that way. You don’t want to
ruin your morning, or have your kids see you lose your temper. You know that
you’ll feel ashamed of yourself later.

So you want to downregulate that feeling and act in a different way—
which might be a little less natural, but will lead to a better outcome. In the
case of the rude driver, that isn’t to stop the other driver and give him or her
a kiss; rather, it might be to simply take it in stride instead of getting mad.

Now remember, getting rid of negative emotions is neither possible nor
desirable. You need anger, sadness, fear, and disgust, just like you need
adenosine so you can fall asleep at night and relax during the day. But
sometimes you want to substitute caffeine for some of your adenosine, and
sometimes you want to replace some of your negative emotions in the same
way—by temporarily occupying your emotional receptors with something
that also fits and is more constructive, leading you to act the way you want,
not the way you feel.

This chapter gives you four ways to do so. We should note here that doing
this isn’t quite as easy and simple as having a cup of coffee. At first it
doesn’t feel natural to choose an emotion. We have learned since childhood
that when you stub your toe, you say “Ouch!” not “Thanks.” Emotional
substitution is a skill that takes practice, not just an insight that changes
everything at once. With practice and dedication, it can become quite
automatic, and you will love the results.
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Think back to the last time you got a performance review at work or a written
evaluation in school. Maybe it was positive: lots of compliments and pats on
the back. But then there was that one mild criticism . . . a little thorn among
the roses. That’s what you focused on, right? You knew the evaluation was
good, but that little dig from your boss or teacher put it all in doubt. You
knew it was silly, but it bugged you for a few days.

You did this because Mother Nature gave you a little gift called negativity
bias: a tendency to focus on negative information far more than positive
information.[3] The reason is simple: compliments are nice, but nothing
happens when we ignore them. But we ignore criticism at our peril. A couple
thousand years ago, that could mean being cast out of the tribe. Today it can
mean losing your job or strife with a friend. So we naturally focus on
negative information.

This might be a good way for a caveman to stay alive, but it is generally a
distortion of reality today. You can be sitting in first class on an airplane and
feel annoyed that the coffee is a little too cold. Think of all the ways that life
is better today than it was when you were a child, and notice that we still
always seem to be complaining.

Further, people are terrible at discriminating between negative
information that matters and that which doesn’t. Emotionally, you get the
same feeling from a random person who insults you in traffic (which doesn’t
matter) as you do from a letter from the IRS (which can matter a lot). This is
because the “sensitivity” of your negativity bias is too high. You need to be
able to turn it down so you can see the difference between negative signals
and pay attention only to the very few that matter.

The single best way to grasp the reality of good things in life and turn
down the noise that makes real threats hard to distinguish from petty ones is
to occupy some of the negative emotion receptors with a different, positive
feeling. The most effective of these positive feelings is gratitude.



Many people see gratitude as something that happens to them because of
their circumstances, which can make it feel out of reach in bad times. That’s
the wrong way to approach it. Gratitude isn’t a feeling that materializes in
response to your circumstances. It is a life practice. And even if you feel that
you have little to be grateful for right now, you can—and should—engage in
it.

Researchers have shown that you can call gratitude into existence by
choosing to focus on the things for which you are grateful—which we all
have—instead of the negatives in your life. For example, writing in 2018,
four psychologists randomly split a sample of 153 human subjects into
groups that were assigned either to remember something they were grateful
for or to think about something unrelated.[4] The result was amazing: the
grateful-remembering group experienced more than five times as much
positive emotion as the control group.

Scientists have investigated why gratitude raises positive emotion so
reliably, and found several explanations. It stimulates the medial prefrontal
cortex, part of the brain’s reward circuit.[5] Gratitude can make us more
resilient, and enhance relationships by strengthening romantic ties, bolstering
friendships, and creating family bonds that endure during times of crisis.[6] It
also improves many health indicators, such as blood pressure and diet.[7]

Gratitude makes us better people, too. Approximately two thousand years
ago, the Roman philosopher Cicero wrote that gratitude “is not only the
greatest, but is also the parent of all the other virtues.”[8] Modern research
shows that he was probably right. Gratitude can make us more generous with
others, more patient, and less materialistic.[9]

Think of how you treat others when you are grateful, and you’ll see this
immediately. For example, after you get a raise and promotion at work, you
walk into a coffee shop and are extra nice to the barista.

The best way to start practicing gratitude is by including it in the journal
you use to be more metacognitive. Your journal should list in particular the
things in the past for which you are grateful (for example, kindness and love
from others) so you don’t forget these things. A 2012 study of nearly three
thousand people found that when people agreed with the statements “I have



so much in life to be thankful for” and “I am grateful for a wide variety of
people,” they experienced positive emotions and fewer symptoms of
depression.[10] Look at these grateful memories regularly—every day or at
least every week—to remember and train your mind to do this automatically
in difficult moments.

One caution: Don’t pretend you feel grateful for the things you aren’t
actually grateful for. You don’t need to roll down the window and thank the
rude driver for being so nasty. You shouldn’t write “Painful case of shingles”
on your gratitude list; you are trying to be grateful in spite of that. Forced
gratitude can undermine your motivation to be grateful—think of being forced
to say thank you or write thank-you notes as a child, and about whether you
actually felt thankful in the moment.[11] Accept the things you aren’t really
grateful for; give thanks for the things you truly are.

Gratitude is a good general technique, but you can apply it in moments of
acute negativity as well for immediate relief, especially when facing a
situation you are dreading. Say, for instance, you have a family gathering that
is going to be hard to face. Spend time beforehand contemplating the things
for which you truly are grateful and that are totally unrelated to the gathering.
Focus on the friendships you hold most dear, having a job you enjoy, or the
fact that you are in good health. This will help put you in a thankful—and
happier—frame of mind, making the situation at hand a lot easier to enjoy.

One way to make gratitude even more effective is prayer or meditation.
Some researchers have noticed that increasing the practice of prayer is
strongly associated with gratitude, even among people who aren’t devoutly
religious.[12] If you don’t want to try prayer, a similar contemplative exercise
can help, such as a quiet walk in which you repeat the phrase “I am blessed
and will bless others.”

Another technique for increasing gratitude: contemplate your death. No,
really. Researchers found in 2011 that when people vividly imagined their
demise, their sense of gratitude increased by 11 percent on average.[13]

Happiness researchers rarely see single interventions with this kind of effect.
So, if you’re having trouble mustering any gratitude and need it badly,
dedicate a few minutes to thinking about all the ways you might perish. When



you don’t actually die, you’ll feel rather grateful indeed. No matter how bad
that family gathering is, at least you’re alive to see it!

Here’s an exercise for increasing gratitude in your life.

1. On Sunday night, take thirty minutes and write down the five things in
your life for which you are authentically grateful. It’s all right if they
seem trivial or silly. Almost everyone else has ridiculous things on
their gratitude lists, too. Make sure one or two, though, involve people
you love.

2. Each evening during the week, take out your list and study it for five
minutes, one minute for each item. Do it also in the morning if you have
time.

3. Update your list each Sunday by adding one or two items.

At the end of five weeks, write down the changes you have seen in your
attitude and levels of negative affect. You will likely see what researchers
almost always find—a significant improvement. The reason is because your
negativity bias doesn’t have enough “receptors” to keep you down. Even the
true negatives will appear less dire, because you will be naturally treating
them more metacognitively and less limbically.
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Back in the 1960s and ’70s, almost everyone read the magazine Reader’s
Digest, which had a section of jokes called “Laughter, the Best Medicine.” It
featured a few pages of corny jokes, groaners that were sometimes so bad,
you laughed at how terrible they were. Yet it was true: so many people read
those jokes because they wanted to feel better. And in truth, humor is
excellent emotional caffeine.

Let’s start by understanding the science. Read the following sentence:



When I die, I want to go peacefully in my sleep, like my
grandfather . . . not screaming in terror, like his passengers.

If you laughed at that joke, it is because three things happened in your
brain in lightning-fast succession. First, you detected an incongruity: you
imagined a grandfather lying peacefully in bed, but then you realized he was
actually driving a bus (or flying a plane). Second, you resolved the
incongruity: Grandpa was asleep at the wheel. Third, the parahippocampal
gyrus region of your brain helped you realize the statement wasn’t serious, so
you felt amusement.[14] And all of that gave you a little bit of joy, which
blocked whatever bad feeling you might have had.

After that analysis, the medicine isn’t working anymore and you’re not
laughing. “Humor can be dissected, as a frog can,” according to the writer E.
B. White, “but the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging
to any but the pure scientific mind.”[15] Jokes aren’t funny the second time, or
when you explain them, because the surprise is gone. Humor is serious
business for blocking negative affect, however, so it’s worth understanding
the science.

Consuming humor—enjoying jokes—brings joy and relieves suffering.
Your brain won’t buy it if you try to convince it that you are cheerful when
you are sad. But finding humor is just different enough from suffering’s
opposite that it slides right into the negativity receptor.

Researchers find that it works with amazing reliability. In a 2010 study,
one group of senior citizens received “humor therapy”—daily jokes, laughter
exercises, funny stories, and the like—for eight weeks.[16] A second group
did not receive this therapy. When the study started, both groups reported
similar happiness. At the end of the experiment, the people in the first group
reported feeling 42 percent happier than they had at the beginning. They were
35 percent happier than the second group, and experienced decreases in pain
and loneliness.

Being funny, however, is the one dimension of a sense of humor that does
not appear to boost happiness, which is sometimes called the “sad-clown
paradox.” In a 2010 experiment, researchers asked people to write captions



for cartoons and come up with jokes in response to everyday frustrating
situations.[17] They found no significant relationship between being funny (as
judged by outside reviewers) and getting happier. Another study found that
professional comedians score above population norms on scales measuring
anhedonia (the inability to feel pleasure).[18]

Note that humor doesn’t just block your emotional adenosine—it blocks
others’ as well. Humor has an almost anesthetic quality to it, lowering the
focus on pain and allowing us to remember the joys in life together, even
during the worst of times. In fact, there are cases throughout history of people
using humor in terrible mass tragedies. For example, the Italian writer
Giovanni Boccaccio finished his book The Decameron in about the year
1353, as the Black Death ravaged Europe, probably killing almost a third of
the population.[19] The book consisted of one hundred comedic stories told
by ten fictional young friends—seven women and three men—quarantining
together at a country estate to avoid the pestilence. It was massively popular,
relieving the fear of sickness and tedium of isolation for people across
Europe as the plague dragged on. It did not avoid the themes of sickness and
death, but did not emphasize them, either. The point was that life can be
pretty hilarious even under rotten conditions—but finding it so depends on
our attitude.

And so it is today. Life has sadness, tragedy, and frustration in abundance.
Find the funny parts of it and everyone will be a lot better off. Here are three
actionable steps you can take today.

First, reject grimness. It can feel as if the world presents us with
overwhelming challenges. Some feel that lightheartedness is inappropriate
when we are concerned about crises and injustice. It is a mistake to think this
way, insofar as grimness is not alluring to others, and thus doesn’t help
attract people to your efforts to make the world better. Of course, there are
instances in which humor is misplaced (remember, timing is everything), but
fewer than you think. Some of the best eulogies at funerals are the most
humorous.

Researchers have found that a particularly humorless ideology is
fundamentalism in one’s beliefs: “I am right and you are evil.”[20] Therefore,



it isn’t surprising that the current ideological climate in the United States
(and many other countries) is also so humorless, or that political extremists
are so ready to use their offense at humor as a weapon. To be happier and
make others happier, no matter what your politics, don’t participate in the
war on jokes.

Second, don’t worry about being funny. Some people can’t tell jokes to
save their lives. Either they can never remember the punch line, or they start
laughing so hard themselves that no one has any idea what the punch line is.
That’s fine; for happiness, it’s better to consume humor than to supply it. It’s
also a lot easier. Funny people tend to have particular innate neurological
characteristics, and unusually high intelligence.[21] Meanwhile, people who
enjoy funny things simply prioritize humor, cultivate the taste for it, and give
themselves permission to laugh. To get the happiness benefits of humor, let
others tell the jokes; listen and laugh.

Third, stay positive. The type of humor you consume and share matters.
Humor, when it doesn’t belittle others, or when it makes you laugh at your
circumstances, is associated with self-esteem, optimism, and life
satisfaction, and with decreases in depression, anxiety, and stress.[22] Humor
that attacks others or prompts you to belittle yourself follows the exact
opposite pattern: while it can feel satisfying for a moment, it doesn’t block
negative feelings. (It’s like decaf coffee!)
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One of the worst emotional maladies that can befall any of us is pessimism.
We all know the Eeyore types, who always assume the worst will befall
them. This goes beyond just being a Poet, who detects actual threats;
pessimists invent threats. It’s often not fun to be around them, and they tend to
isolate themselves. To add insult to injury, pessimism isn’t generally even a
helpful view of the world. On the contrary, researchers find that it tends to
cause avoidance and passive behavior in the face of challenges.[23] So if you



fall prey to pessimism, you become less proactive and you probably aren’t
even right about your judgment of the problem.[24]

What’s the opposite emotion here we need to beef up to block our
pessimism receptors? You might say, “That’s obvious: optimism.” But that’s
not quite right.

During the Vietnam War, a US Navy vice admiral named James Stockdale,
who was held for more than seven years in a North Vietnamese prison,
noticed a surprising trend among his fellow inmates. Some of them survived
the appalling conditions; others didn’t. Those who didn’t tended to be the
most optimistic of the group. As Stockdale later told the business author Jim
Collins, “They were the ones who said, ‘We’re going to be out by
Christmas.’ And Christmas would come, and Christmas would go. . . . And
Easter would come, and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, and then it
would be Christmas again. And they died of a broken heart.”[25]

There was a less dire version of this pattern you might have noticed
during the coronavirus pandemic. Those who struggled the most were the
optimists always predicting a return to normality, only to be disappointed as
the pandemic dragged on. Some of the people who did the best were
downright pessimistic about the outside world, but they paid less attention to
external circumstances and focused more on what they could do to persevere.

There’s a word for believing you can make things better without distorting
reality: not optimism, but hope. People tend to use hope and optimism as
synonyms, but that isn’t accurate. In one 2004 study, two psychologists used
survey data to parse the two concepts.[26] They determined that “hope focuses
more directly on the personal attainment of specific goals, whereas optimism
focuses more broadly on the expected quality of future outcomes in general.”
In other words, optimism is the belief that things will turn out all right; hope
makes no such assumption but is a conviction that one can act to make things
better in some way.

Hope and optimism can go together, but they don’t have to. You can be a
hopeless optimist who feels personally helpless but assumes that everything
will turn out all right. Or you can be a hopeful pessimist who makes negative



predictions about the future but has confidence that you can improve things in
your life and others’.

Here’s an example that might help. Let’s say you have a big health
challenge on your hands—not life-threatening, but something you would much
prefer to fix, if possible. Your doctor says most likely you are going to have
to live with the challenge, and you believe her. However, there are a couple
of things you can try—perhaps some exercises or a new drug—and you go all
in to do so. While you trust the prognosis (which is not optimistic), you are
doing what is within your power to make it better (which is hopeful).

Both optimism and hope can make you feel better, but hope is much more
powerful. One study showed that although both drive down the likelihood of
illness, hope has a lot more power than optimism in doing so.[27]

Hope involves personal agency, meaning it gives you a sense of power
and motivation. In one study, researchers defining hope as “having the will
and finding the way” found that high-hope employees are 28 percent more
likely to be successful at work and 44 percent more likely to enjoy good
health and well-being.[28] A multiyear study of students from two universities
in the United Kingdom found that hope, measured in response to self-rated
measures such as “I energetically pursue my goals,” predicted academic
achievement better than intelligence, personality, or even prior achievement.
[29]

Hope is more than a “nice to have” for well-being; lacking it can be
disastrous. In a 2001 study of older Americans who took a survey between
1992 and 1996, 29 percent of those whom researchers classified as
“hopeless” based on their survey answers had died by 1999, versus 11
percent of those who were hopeful—even after correcting for age and self-
rated health status.[30]

Some might argue that having hope is mostly a matter of luck—you are
born with it. This might be partially true for optimism: one study finds it is
36 percent genetic.[31] Research, on the other hand, has yet to find a genetic
link to hope. This is because, as many philosophical and religious traditions
teach, it is an active choice. Indeed, it is a theological virtue in Christianity,



implying voluntary action, not just happy prediction. To build a better world
for others, you should be hopeful.

Becoming a more hopeful person might seem like it depends on your
circumstances, however. “What if they are hopeless?” you might ask. Well,
your circumstances are never hopeless. Furthermore, hope can be practiced
and learned, by following three steps.

First, imagine a better future, and detail what makes it so. When you feel a
bit hopeless, start changing your outlook. Say, for example, you have a loved
one who is not taking hold of his future, is neglecting his education, and is
perhaps making destructive personal choices that are leading to bad life
outcomes and an unpromising future. You could easily conclude that the
situation is hopeless, but you can do more for your loved one’s happiness—
and your own—if you instead imagine what a better, realistic lifestyle would
look like.

Rather than basking in the glow of an amorphous “better” situation and
leaving it at that, make a list of the specific elements that will have
improved. For example, imagine your loved one going back to school and
developing healthier friendships. Imagine him meeting a good romantic
partner, and giving up substance use.

Second, envision yourself taking action. If you leave things at the first step
and simply convince yourself that better times lie ahead, you will have
engaged in optimism, but not yet hope. Envisioning a better future will not, on
its own, make it so, but it can help the world when it changes our personal
behavior from complaint to action. Thus, the second step in this exercise is to
imagine yourself helping in some plausible way to bring about a better future,
albeit at the micro level.

Continuing with the preceding example, envision yourself establishing
more regular contact with the person, in a friendly, non-scolding way that
shows you like and care about him as a person and are not just judging him
morally. Imagine asking him to tell you about his hopes for a better future,
and your volunteering to help in any way you can. Imagine telling him he can
stay at your place when he doesn’t have anywhere to go; imagine driving him



to school or to a job interview. Avoid illusions of being the invincible
savior; instead, imagine doing small, tangible acts.

Now, armed with hope, you can move on to the most important step of all:
action. Take your grand vision of improvement and humble ambition to be
part of it in a specific way and execute accordingly. Follow through on your
ideas to help at the person-to-person level.
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Sometimes your negative emotions are not the ones interfering with your life
the most. Rather, it is the emotions of someone close to you. A family
member, a spouse, or maybe a friend is suffering, and this becomes the focus
of your relationship, dragging you down. You don’t want to be callous, but at
some point, you need some emotional caffeine to block their emotional
adenosine in your brain. As you will see later in this book, negativity in a
family can be passed like a virus if you let it. You might think the best
emotion to choose is empathy, but that’s not quite right. On the contrary,
empathy can make things worse for you.

When empath first entered the English lexicon, it was anything but a
compliment. The term was coined in a 1956 science-fiction story about
beings who could feel others’ emotions and used them to exploit workers.[32]

The word has since taken on more positive connotations, and when people
call themselves empaths today, they usually mean that they are kind and
caring enough to feel the pain of others. In contemporary culture, empathy
seems like an unalloyed virtue, the kind you’d strive to embody.

As virtues go, however, empathy is overrated. Used excessively and on its
own, it can bring harm to empathizers and empathizees alike.

Empathy is not feeling sorry for someone in physical or emotional pain—
that’s sympathy.[33] Rather, it is mentally putting yourself in the suffering
person’s shoes to feel their pain. It’s the difference between “Get well soon”
and “I can imagine how much discomfort you must be feeling right now.”



Some researchers even hypothesize that empaths have hyperresponsive
mirror neurons, which are brain cells that imitate those of others when their
behavior is observed.[34] So, for example, you want to cry when you see
someone else crying.

Evidence suggests that empathy really can lessen other people’s burdens.
Participants in a series of experiments documented in 2017 were found to
experience significant physical pain relief when hearing someone else
express empathy, but not when hearing comments that were unempathetic or
neutral.[35] Similarly, patients cope better with bad medical news if their
doctors are empathetic, showing they personally understand and feel what the
patient is going through.[36]

This relief comes at a cost to the empathetic person. In 2014, researchers
showed that training people in empathy tended to raise their negative feelings
in response to others’ distress.[37] This makes sense: if you take on others’
pain, you will have more pain in your own life.

But empathy can also wind up hurting other people. In his book Against
Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion, the University of Toronto
psychologist Paul Bloom argues that empathy “can lead to irrational and
unfair political decisions.”[38] For example, politicians might give unfair
advantage to people in their own racial or religious group, and thus behave
unfairly to others. Bloom even says empathy can “make us worse at being
friends, parents, husbands, and wives,” because sometimes an act of love
involves doing something that causes pain rather than relieving it, such as
confronting an awful truth.

You can no doubt think of cases in your own life when feeling too
empathetic prevented you or someone else from giving the “tough love”
someone may have needed. Going back to the example in the previous
section, if instead of helping the loved one you think is making poor life
choices, you were simply empathetic, it might relieve his suffering briefly,
but it wouldn’t help him to get on the right track.

Making empathy a full-fledged virtue and a protective emotional caffeine
requires adding a few complementary behaviors that convert it into
compassion. One comprehensive study of compassion defines it as



recognizing suffering, understanding it, and feeling empathy for the sufferer—
but also tolerating the uncomfortable feelings they and the suffering person
are experiencing and, crucially, acting to alleviate the suffering.[39]

Compassion helps both the sufferer and the helper. In the 2014 study that
showed that empathy training worsened mood, some participants were given
training in compassion instead.[40] Compared with empathy training,
compassion training blocked their negative feelings and thus raised their
overall mood after they witnessed the pain of others. Compassion also
benefits the sufferer; for example, doctors who are more comfortable around
patients in pain may be more successful administering painful treatment, such
as acupuncture.[41] Learning to look analytically at others’ discomfort and
providing help can transform another person’s burden into an opportunity for
both of you to feel better.

Compassion naturally comes easier for some people than it does for
others. Research has shown that compassion is to some degree genetic, and
that we may be inherently drawn to people with this trait.[42] However, plenty
of evidence also shows that compassion can be learned.[43] The key is to use
your conscious faculties to push beyond your feelings. Do the work to
become strong in the face of pain and you will benefit yourself and others.
There is no label like empath for someone who has become especially
compassionate, but you’ll know it when you achieve it, and others will, too.

To become a more compassionate (and thus happier) person, start by
working on your toughness. To be tougher in the face of another’s pain
doesn’t mean feeling it less. Rather, you should learn to feel the pain without
being impaired to act. If you ever meet a Marine who has gone through boot
camp, they will tell you they faced rigors beyond anything they had ever
experienced before in life. They wanted to quit every single day. For combat
Marines, boot camp is followed over the next couple of years by many
rounds of combat training, but each round seems to get easier and easier. This
is because they are learning to function under extreme circumstances. Pain,
never far away for a Marine, doesn’t much faze him or her anymore.

Compassionate people are like Marines after training: just as likely to feel
pain as anyone else, but able to bear it and function. Empathetic doctors



relieve pain with their empathy; compassionate doctors can also calmly
operate on the patient. Empathetic parents suffer with their adult kids when
they are struggling at college; compassionate parents can resist the urge to
call the dean or drive over to the university and treat their young adults like
children.

Beyond being tough, compassionate people are action oriented. A lot of
the time, when people are in pain, they resist an effective cure because it
would temporarily be even more painful. A person might walk around for
years with a trick knee because they can’t bear the thought of an operation
and recovery (and research shows that people usually overestimate the pain
of surgery).[44] Similarly, people stay in toxic relationships because leaving
seems too terrible to deal with.

And these examples make one other important point: we need to choose
compassion over empathy with ourselves, not just others. A lot of empathetic
self-care involves feeling your own pain, but stops before doing something
difficult in response to it. Being self-compassionate means doing the hard
thing that you actually need to do, notwithstanding your feelings, like getting
knee surgery or confronting a relationship issue head-on. You might say that
empathy is limbic, whereas compassion is metacognitive.

Empaths can’t help others commit to difficult resolutions, because their
assistance stops at the victim’s feelings. But compassionate people,
toughened up to act, can do hard things that the person suffering might not
want or like but that are for their own good. Compassion can feel like tough
love, giving honest counsel that is difficult to hear, saying goodbye to an
employee who is not a suitable fit, or saying no to a disappointed child. This
can start a virtuous cycle, in which the recipient of compassion gets a little
more resilient and becomes better able to show compassion themselves.
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The emotional-caffeine strategy of self-management in this chapter has a huge
virtue besides just crowding out some of the excess negative affect we may
experience. We are replacing it instead with emotions we genuinely want:
gratitude, humor, hope, and compassion. We want them because they aren’t
just emotions, they are virtues.

As you cultivate these virtues, you’ll notice something else: you are more
and more focused on other people in a productive and generous way, and less
and less focused on yourself. And this is the next principle of emotional self-
management.



I

Four

Focus Less on Yourself

n 2020, psychologists Adam Waytz of Northwestern University and
Wilhelm Hofmann of the University of Cologne in Germany set out to

answer a question: Do I get happier when I focus on my own desires, or
when I focus on doing something for others, instead?[1]

We generally think about the trade-off between self-care and caring for
others as one between feeling good and doing what is morally superior. If
you take the afternoon off and go shopping, you’ll enjoy it. If instead you
volunteer at a local charity, you’ll miss that fun but be a better person.
Obviously, this trade-off has limits; you need to take care of yourself to help
others, and helping others can be fun for you. In general, however, this is how
we see the “me versus others” choice.

The researchers questioned whether there really was a trade-off at all.
They wondered if, just maybe, focusing on others created more happiness for
you than self-care did. To investigate this idea, they divided 263 participants
into three groups, each with a different set of instructions.

1. Moral Deeds Group: Today, we would like you to do at least one
moral deed for others. By “moral deed for others,” we mean doing
something that will benefit another person or a group of others. This
could be donating to charity, picking up trash (to help the community),
giving money to a homeless person, helping someone with their work,
giving someone a compliment, giving assistance to a family member, or



showing kindness to a stranger. Any act that benefits another person—
either directly or indirectly—would be considered a moral deed.

2. Moral Thoughts Group: Today, we would like you to think at least
one moral thought for others. By “moral thought for others,” we mean
thinking about another person or group of people in a positive way,
thinking good thoughts on their behalf, thinking lucky thoughts for them,
praying for them, hoping they succeed, or thinking about how much you
care for another person or group of people. Any thought that is positive
toward another person would be considered a moral thought.

3. Treat Yourself Group: Today, we would like you to do at least one
positive thing for yourself. By “positive thing for yourself,” we mean
doing something that will benefit you. This could be buying yourself a
gift, getting yourself a massage, taking yourself out to a movie,
spending time with a friend who will make you happy, giving yourself
a break to relax, or enjoying a delicious meal. Any act that benefits you
—either directly or indirectly—would be considered a positive thing.

The three groups followed their instructions, and recorded their well-
being across eleven dimensions each evening for ten days. At the end, the
researchers compiled the results. Not shockingly, in some ways all the
strategies were beneficial; for example, all three felt more satisfaction. But
in most ways, the results weren’t even close. The Moral Deeds Group
reported higher scores on a range of well-being measures than the Moral
Thoughts Group, and both reported higher scores than the Treat Yourself
Group. Those caring for others actively felt greater purpose in life and sense
of control, while the others did not. They were also the only ones who felt
less anger and social isolation.

The end results were clear, and consistent with a huge body of data
showing that focusing less on yourself and your desires will make you
happier. This is not to argue you should stop taking care of yourself or stop
paying attention to your own needs. As they say on the airlines, you must “put
on your own oxygen mask first” when it comes to happiness, so you can help



others become happier. That’s different from thinking about yourself instead
of others and what is going on outside.

In fact, adopting more of an outward focus on life—observing the world
and caring for other people without making so much of life about yourself—
is one of the best ways to increase your own well-being, and is the third
principle of emotional self-management. This means being good to others as
selflessly as possible—as the preceding experiment suggests, of course—but
more subtly, it means deflecting your own constant attention from yourself
and your desires—by looking in the mirror less, disregarding your reflection
on social media, paying less attention to what others think about you, and
fighting your tendency to envy people for what they have but you don’t.

This part of emotional self-management is not intended to scold or make
any of us feel like we are self-centered egomaniacs. Focusing on ourselves is
the most normal thing in the world. Yet this doesn’t help us get happier.
While it isn’t always easy, working against this natural tendency gives us
relief from the sitcom on loop in our heads that is our daily me-focused lives.
With knowledge and practice, an outward focus on life brings major
happiness rewards.
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You may have noticed that you look most normal to yourself when you look in
a mirror. A photo always looks less natural, almost as if it were another
person. And in fact, philosophers say that you are, in a very real way, two
different people—one who sees, and one who is seen. Understanding this can
help us a great deal in focusing less inwardly and more on the outside world.

The American philosopher William James explored this idea of two
selves in depth. He believed you must be an observer of things around you to
survive and thrive, but you must also observe yourself and be observed by
others to have any consistent sense of self-concept and self-image.[2] Without
observing outwardly, you would get hit by a car or starve. Without being



observed, you would have no memory, history, or sense of why you do what
you do. When you are driving to work, you are observing traffic and other
people to stay safe and get where you are going. But once you are at work,
you pay more attention to how others see you, which helps you understand if
you’re doing a good job.

When you are the observer, it’s called being the “I-self” (the seer of things
around you). When you are observed, or looking and thinking about yourself,
that’s called the “me-self” (the one seen). Neither one is a permanent state of
mind. The trick for well-being is balancing your I-self and your me-self. And
that means increasing the former and decreasing the latter, because most
people spend too much time being observed and not enough time observing.
We think constantly about ourselves and how others see us; we look in every
mirror; we check our mentions on social media; we obsess over our
identities.

This brings trouble. As we mentioned in the previous section, focusing
more on the world outside is linked to greater happiness, while focusing on
yourself and how others see you can lead to unstable moods.[3] Your
happiness goes up and down like a yo-yo depending on whether you perceive
yourself positively or negatively in a given moment. This instability is hard
to bear; no wonder self-absorption is associated with anxiety and
depression.[4]

Seeing yourself as an object (looking inward) rather than the subject
(looking outward) can also lower your performance in ordinary tasks.
Researchers have found in learning experiments that people are less likely to
try new things when they are focused on themselves.[5] This makes sense:
When you pay too much attention to yourself, you ignore a lot about the
outside world. You feel less free when you are worrying about “How am I
doing?” and “What do others think about me?” Little kids sometimes inspire
us with their unselfconsciousness, just being themselves, because they often
stay for a long time in the I-self state, just observing, acting, and enjoying.

The idea that you should spend more time thinking about the world than
about yourself predates modern science and philosophy. For example, it is a
core focus of Zen Buddhism, which is fundamentally an attitude of pure



outward observation. “Life is an art,” the Zen master D. T. Suzuki wrote in
1934, “and like perfect art it should be self-forgetting.”[6] Robert Waldinger,
a Harvard psychiatry professor and Zen priest, explains it this way: “When
I’m aware of the self I call ‘Bob,’ it’s me in relation to the world. When that
falls away (in meditation, or when I’m standing in awe of a waterfall), the
sense of a self that is separate from everything else subsides and it’s just
sounds and sensations.”[7]

In some traditions, the I-self is not just a ticket to happiness but a
connection to the divine. Hindus seek to reveal their atman, which is
characterized by an innate state of awareness in which one witnesses the
world but does not get embroiled in it. Atman is considered a direct link to
Brahman, the ultimate divine reality. Jesus’s teaching that “anyone who
wishes to follow me must deny himself” is usually interpreted as focusing on
God and other people, but doing so also requires a greater emphasis on the I-
self.

You will never eradicate your me-self, of course, but you can certainly
increase your happiness by adopting conscious practices that lower the
amount of time you spend in an objectified state. Three conscious habits can
help.

First, avoid your own reflection. Mirrors are inherently attractive, as are
all mirrorlike phenomena, such as social media mentions. We are
magnetically drawn to them. But mirrors are not your friend. They encourage
even the healthiest people to objectify themselves; for people with self-
image-related maladies, they can be sheer misery. In 2001, researchers
studying people with body dysmorphic disorder (those who think obsessively
about perceived flaws in their bodies) found that the longest time the
participants spent looking in the mirror (and thus focusing on the source of
their distress) was 3.4 times longer than the longest mirror-gazing session of
those who didn’t have the disorder.[8]

Take steps to make the version of yourself that the world sees less likely
to pop up in front of you. You might consider literally removing all but one or
two mirrors from your home and making a rule to not look at yourself more
than once in the morning. One fitness model, who had become miserably



obsessed with his body and was desperate to return to a healthier, more
normal life, went a full year avoiding mirrors and even went so far as to
shower in the dark to stop seeing and judging his own physique.[9]

Virtual mirrors are even easier to get rid of than literal ones. Turn off your
social media notifications. Adopt an absolute ban on googling yourself. Turn
off self-view on Zoom. Don’t take any selfies. This is hard at first, because
all these practices of self-observation give such a reliable little hit of the
satisfying neuromodulator dopamine. But it gets easier with practice,
especially when you experience the relaxation that comes from not looking at
yourself.

Second, stop judging things around you so much. Judging might seem like
pure observation, but it really isn’t. It is turning an observation of the outside
world inward and making it about you. For example, if you say, “This
weather is awful,” this is more about your feelings than it is about the
weather. Further, you have just assigned a negative mood to something
outside your control.

Making judgments about the world is normal and necessary; we need to
do it in order to make cost-benefit decisions. However, many judgments are
unhelpful and gratuitous. Do you really need to decide that the song you just
heard is stupid? Try instead to observe more around you without regard to
your opinions. Start by making more purely observational statements rather
than values-based ones. Reframe “This coffee is terrible” as “This coffee has
a bitter flavor.” At first this is very tricky, because we are just so used to
judging everything. Once you get the hang of it, it is a huge relief to not have
to have an opinion on everything. You will find yourself not weighing in on
political debates and giving fewer opinions; this will keep you calmer and in
a greater state of inner peace.

Third, spend more time marveling at the world around you. In his
research, the University of California, Berkeley, psychologist Dacher Keltner
focuses on the experience of awe, which he defines as “the feeling of being
in the presence of something vast that transcends your understanding of the
world.”[10] Among its many benefits, Keltner has found, awe diminishes the
sense of self. For example, in one study, he and his colleagues asked people



to consider either an experience in nature that was beautiful or a time when
they felt pride.[11] Those who thought about nature were twice as likely as
those who thought about pride to say that they felt small or insignificant, and
nearly a third more likely to say that they felt the presence of something
greater than themselves.

Spend more time enjoying things that amaze you. Happiness specialist
Gretchen Rubin visits the Metropolitan Museum of Art almost daily, for
example. Incorporating awe into your daily life might mean making sure you
see the sunset as often as you can or studying astronomy—or whatever it is
that blows your mind.

One last exercise you might try if you have a free day: use it to wander. In
one famous Zen koan (a story that requires philosophical interpretation), a
junior monk sees an older monk walking and asks him where he is going.[12]

“I am on pilgrimage,” the senior monk says. “Where is pilgrimage taking
you?” the junior monk asks. “I don’t know,” the elder answers. “Not knowing
is the most intimate.”

The senior monk was simply observing where he was walking, without
intention or judgment. Some of the most profound and intimate experiences in
life come when you can observe your journey without expectation of some
destination or external payoff. Try dedicating just one day to being like the
senior monk. Start the morning by saying, “I do not know what this day will
bring, but I will accept it.” Go through the day focusing on things outside
yourself, resisting judgment, and avoiding anything self-referential. If you are
feeling really adventurous, you could even get in your car and go on a day
trip with no set destination.
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There is a well-known Bible verse that says, “Judge not, that ye not be
judged.”[13] To be focused in a healthy way on others and the outside world
grants you the “Judge not” part. Our next lesson gives you the second part of



that verse: to not be judged—or at least to not pay attention to the judgment of
others, by caring less what they think about you.

It is important to note that caring about and paying attention to others is
very different from worrying about what others think about you. The first is
helpful and good; the second is often egocentric and destructive. In fact, to
manage emotions, almost all of us need to work to care less what others think
about us. That’s even harder than getting rid of all your mirrors, though. Just
think of the last time some random person criticized you—someone you
would certainly not invite into your home for a conversation, but whom you
invited into your head as you stewed about the criticism. Maybe it was a
sarcastic barb on social media or a belittling remark at work. You kicked
yourself for even caring—but you did care nonetheless. In fact, for most
people, a source of stress is what others think of them. Many of them are
deeply wounded by criticism, go to extraordinary lengths to gain the
admiration of strangers, and lie awake nights wondering about others’
opinions of them.

Why is this? Once again, it’s Mother Nature making our lives difficult. We
are wired to care about what others think of us, and we obsess over it. As the
Roman Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius observed almost two thousand
years ago, “We all love ourselves more than other people, but care more
about their opinion than our own,” whether they are friends, strangers, or
enemies.[14] For happiness, then, thinking of others’ opinions of us is even
worse than obsessing over ourselves directly.

Paying attention to the opinions of others is understandable and, to a
certain extent, rational. You trust your own opinions; they are saturated with
and shaped by those of others who are similar to you; therefore, you trust
their opinions as well, whether you want to or not.[15] Thus, if one of your
coworkers says some TV show is really great, your opinion of it will
probably rise, at least a little bit, and you might decide to try it.

You especially care about others’ opinion of you, and evolution explains
why: For virtually all of human history, humans’ survival depended on
membership in close-knit clans and tribes. Before the modern structures of
civilization, such as police and supermarkets, being cast out from your group



meant certain death from cold, starvation, or predators. This can easily
explain why your sense of well-being includes others’ approval, as well as
why your brain has evolved to activate the same region for physical pain
when you face social rejection—the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, or
dACC.[16] (By the way, neuroscientists have noticed that an over-the-counter
remedy for physical pain that targets the dACC—acetaminophen, or Tylenol
—can also lower negative feelings associated with exclusion!)[17]

Unfortunately, the instinct to want the approval of others is woefully
maladapted to modern life. Where once you would have justifiably felt the
terror of being expelled into the forest alone, today you might suffer acute
anxiety that strangers online will “cancel” you for an ill-considered remark,
or passersby will snap a photo of a poor fashion choice and mock it on
Instagram for all to see.

This tendency may be natural, but it can drive you around the bend if you
let it. If you were a perfectly logical being, you would understand that your
fears about what other people think are overblown and rarely worth fretting
over. But none of us are perfectly logical, and most of us have been indulging
this habit for as long as we can remember.

In the worst cases, anxiety about the approval of others can blow up into a
debilitating fear, a psychological condition called allodoxaphobia.[18] Don’t
worry—it’s rare. But even short of that, worrying about the opinions of
others can lower your basic competence in ordinary tasks, such as making
decisions. When you are thinking about what to do in a particular situation—
say, whether to speak up in a group—a network in your brain that
psychologists call the behavioral inhibition system (BIS) is naturally
activated, which allows you to assess the situation and decide how to act
(with a particular focus on the costs of acting inappropriately).[19] When you
have enough situational awareness, the BIS is deactivated and the behavioral
activation system (BAS), which focuses on rewards, kicks in. However,
research shows that concern about the opinions of others can keep the BIS
active, impairing your ability to take action.[20] If you tend to leave an
interaction kicking yourself over what you should have said but didn’t, it may



indicate that you are being unduly influenced by concerns over what others
think.

One reason you may fear others’ opinions is because negative assessments
can lead to shame, which is the feeling of being deemed worthless,
incompetent, dishonorable, or immoral—and thus, given the weight we place
on others’ opinions, we begin feeling this way about ourselves. Fearing
shame makes sense, because research clearly shows that feeling it is both a
symptom of and a trigger for depression and anxiety.[21]

In the Tao Te Ching, the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu wrote,
“Care about people’s approval and you will be their prisoner.”[22] He no
doubt intended it as a dire warning, but this is more of a promise and an
opportunity. The prison of others’ approval is actually one built by you,
maintained by you, and guarded by you. You might add a complementary
verse to Lao Tzu’s original: “Disregard what others think and the prison door
will swing open.” If you are stuck in the prison of shame and judgment, take
heart: you hold the key to your own freedom.[23]

Remember, the goal here is to focus on others but not on their opinion of
you. One way to do this is to remind yourself that no one cares. The ironic
thing about feeling bad about yourself because of what people might think of
you is that others have many fewer opinions about you—positive or negative
—than you might imagine. Studies show that we all consistently overestimate
how much people think about us and our failings, leading us to undue
inhibition and worse quality of life.[24] Perhaps your followers or neighbors
would have a lower opinion of you if they were thinking about you—but they
probably aren’t. Next time you feel self-conscious, notice that you are
thinking about yourself. You can safely assume that everyone around you is
doing more or less the same.

Second, rebel against your shame. Because fear of shame is frequently
what lurks behind an excessive interest in others’ opinions, you should
confront your shame directly. Sometimes a bit of shame is healthy and
warranted, such as when we say something hurtful to another person out of
spite or impatience. Often it is frankly ridiculous, such as being ashamed for,
say, accidentally leaving your fly unzipped, or having a bad hair day.



We are definitely not recommending that you walk around with your fly
down on purpose. But ask yourself: What am I hiding that I’m a little
embarrassed about? Resolve not to hide it anymore, and thus dominate the
useless shame holding you back. We promise that once you metacognitively
own the source of your embarrassment and resolve not to be held back by it,
you will feel empowered and much happier.
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Another way we focus on ourselves is by indulging the deadly sin of envy.
When we envy, we obsess over what we have or don’t have. Once again, this
may seem outward-focused, but it is really all about what you wish you had.
This tendency spoils our relationships, makes us worse to others, and makes
life impossible to enjoy.

In the thirteenth canto of “Purgatorio” in Dante’s Divine Comedy, the
fourteenth-century Italian poet describes the ultimate punishment of people
who had fallen prey to envy during their lives. He shows them perched
precariously on the edge of a cliff. Because envy started with what they saw,
their eyes are wired shut. To avoid falling, they must support themselves
upon one another, something they never did in life.[25] This is a pretty grim
punishment.

Perhaps you are less concerned than Dante with punishment in the
hereafter. There is plenty of evidence that envy, the resentful longing for what
someone else possesses, can give you a little bit of hell in the here and now.
We all know how envy feels—how it sours our love and dries up our soul.
How it makes us think not just about ourselves, but specifically about what
we don’t have that others do. How it brings out the ugly, spiteful phantasms
inside us that take pleasure in the suffering of others for no other reason than
that their good fortune makes ours feel insufficient in comparison. As the
essayist Joseph Epstein has written, “Of the seven deadly sins, only envy is
no fun at all.”[26] Envy, in short, is a happiness killer.



Unfortunately, it is also completely natural, and no one escapes it entirely.
The possible explanations for its natural, evolutionary roots are easy to see.
Social comparison is how we gauge our relative place in society, and thus
how we know what to strive for in order to stay competitive for resources
and viable in mating markets. When we see that we fall behind others, the
pain we feel often spurs us to build ourselves up—or to tear others down.
All of this could have been life-and-death in caveman times, but it is
outdated today. You are unlikely to die alone because your social media
posts are less popular than those of others. But the pain can still be just as
acute.

How people act in the face of this pain has led some scholars to
distinguish between benign envy and malicious envy.[27] The former is
miserable, but is met with a desire for self-improvement and to emulate the
envied person. In contrast, malicious envy leads to wholly destructive
actions, such as hostile thoughts and behavior intended to harm the other
person. Benign envy occurs when you believe that admiration for the other
person is deserved; malicious envy kicks in when you believe it isn’t.[28]

This is why you might envy a famous war hero but wish him no ill, while
enjoying the news that a reality star just got arrested.

Envy—especially when malicious—is terrible for you. To begin with, the
pain is real. Neuroscientists find that envying other people stimulates your
brain’s dACC, which, as we already know, is where you process pain.[29] It
can also wreck your future. Scholars in 2018 studied eighteen thousand
randomly selected individuals and found that their experience of envy was a
powerful predictor of worse mental health and lower well-being in the
future.[30] Ordinarily, people become psychologically healthier as they age;
envy can stunt this trend.

Different people envy different things. For example, some research
suggests that what people envy tends to change with age.[31] Young people
may be more envious than older folks of educational and social success,
good looks, and romantic fortune. Older people generally shrug at these
things, but tend to envy people with money. This probably makes sense; early



on, you naturally want what you think will give you the best shot at making a
good living and starting a family; later on, you seek financial security.

To feel envy, you need to have exposure to people who appear more
fortunate than you. That is simple enough in ordinary interactions, but the
conditions of envy explode if we expose people to a wide array of strangers
curating their lives to look as glamorous, successful, and happy as possible.
Obviously, this is a reference to social media. In fact, academics have even
used the term Facebook envy to capture the uniquely fertile circumstances
that social media creates for this destructive emotion.[32] And in experiments,
scholars have shown that, indeed, passive Facebook use (although no doubt
this is not limited to Facebook) measurably decreases well-being through
increased envy.[33]

So what is the remedy for lowering envy to manageable levels in your
life? The famous fifteenth-century merchant Cosimo de’ Medici compared
envy to a virulent, naturally occurring weed.[34] The job is not to try to
eradicate it, which would be futile; rather, he taught, just don’t water it. Here
are three ways to do that.

First, focus on the ordinary parts of others’ lives. The main way we water
that terrible weed is with our attention. We focus intently on the qualities we
want but lack. For example, you might envy an entertainer’s fame and wealth,
and imagine how those qualities would make your life so much easier and
more fun. But think a little deeper. Do you really believe that entertainer’s
life is so great? Are her money and fame bringing a healthy marriage? Do
they eliminate her sadness and anger? Probably not; perhaps the contrary.

Psychologists have shown that you can use this observation to blunt your
envy. In 2017, researchers asked a group to think of demographically similar
people whom they considered to have exceptionally good circumstances in
their lives. They found that focusing only on these circumstances led to a
painful contrast with participants’ own lives, and thus to envy.[35] Yet when
they were instructed to think about the everyday ups and downs that these
people surely also experienced, envy was diminished.

Second, turn off the envy machine. Social media increases envy because it
does three things: it shows you the lives of people more fortunate than you; it



makes it easier than ever for anyone to flaunt their good fortune to the
masses; and it puts you in the same virtual community as people who are not
in your real-life community, making you compare yourself with them.[36]

Celebrities’ and influencers’ posts are a particularly potent—and
unnecessary—source of envy. The solution is not to ditch social media; it is
to unfollow people you don’t know and whose posts you simply look at
because they have what you want.

Third, reveal your unenviable self. This is similar to rebelling against
your shame by living outward instead of inward. While you are working to
curtail your envy of others, stop trying to be envied yourself. Wanting to
display your strengths and hide your weaknesses from strangers is natural.
This might feel good, but it is a mistake. Obscuring the truth to yourself and
others is a path to anxiety and unhappiness. And as researchers showed in a
2019 study, when people are honest not just about what they did right but also
about how they failed along the way, observers experience less malicious
envy.[37] But be careful: Your failures have to be authentic. So-called
humblebragging, in which a boast is disguised as humility, can be perceived
a mile off and makes you less likable to others.[38]
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The previous three chapters were all about turning away from the attitude that
the world has to change for life to improve, to one where you are working on
changing yourself and your emotions.

Once again, this does not mean eradicating emotions, even negative ones.
Negative feelings in response to tough life circumstances are not fun; they
never are. They are hard—for some people, a lot harder than for others. They
are also necessary and manageable, and with dedication and practice you can
use metacognition to manage them. You can learn to practice emotional
substitution, and you can gain enormous relief by focusing less on yourself.



This all takes practice, and it isn’t easy. This is “Master’s Level”
emotional management. You won’t be perfect and you will have good and
bad days, because these things are hard. But it absolutely can be done, and
you can do it. And as you make progress, you will get happier, as will those
around you. Even better, emotional self-management sets you free from the
distractions we all use to numb our discomfort and equips you to focus on
what truly matters.

And what truly matters to build your life is what we turn to next.
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Building What Matters

motional self-management, the subject of the previous three chapters,
makes you much happier as a person, freeing you from being managed

by your feelings. It is kind of like a comprehensive program to improve your
physical fitness, which makes you feel better and healthier. But getting in
great physical shape does more than that; it also makes it possible for you to
do a lot of new things to enjoy life even more, like becoming more active and
social. Similarly, emotional self-management gets you ready to make some
big, positive moves to build a happier life.

As we learned in chapter 1, happiness consists of the macronutrients of
enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose. To build happiness we need to grow in
all three of these elements, consistently and consciously.

Before we learn the skills of emotional self-management—metacognition,
emotional substitution, and adopting an outward focus—we tend to spend a
lot of time doing things that make these macronutrients hard to attain. The
reason is that our impulses, amplified by the consumer economy,
entertainment, and social media, push us to spend our time focused not on
what matters but rather on trivialities and distractions: money and stuff,
power or social status, pleasure and comfort, and fame or the attention of
others. There’s nothing new in these distractions, of course. The thirteenth-
century philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas listed what he called



idols that occupy our days and waste our lives: money, power, pleasure, and
prestige.

These idols all stand in the way of enjoyment, satisfaction, and purpose.
They substitute pleasure for enjoyment, set our hedonic treadmill on “extra
high” to make satisfaction harder to attain and keep, and focus us on things
that obviously are trivial, not meaningful. The four idols make getting happier
harder.

So why do we pursue them? The same reason we always do self-
destructive things when we are unhappy but unable to change our
circumstances: distraction. Think of the last time you were sitting in an
airport waiting for a flight that was delayed for hours. Frustrated but with no
way to fix the situation, you probably started fiddling on your phone to
distract yourself and pass the time.

Similarly, the four idols are distractions to numb us to emotional
circumstances we dislike and feel we can’t control. Don’t like how you feel
about your marriage? Do some “retail therapy” to get your mind off it for a
few minutes. Is work getting you down? Scroll social media or inane
YouTube videos for an hour to forget. Feeling lonely? A little celebrity
gossip will distract you. Conveniently, we are surrounded by millions of
commercial options to indulge those distractions. (Unhappy people make
great consumers.)

These distractions are a temporary anesthetic, not a cure for our problems.
And while they distract us from uncomfortable feelings, they also distract us
from making progress. Even worse, they can become addictions that
exacerbate the effect of the emotions controlling us.

Emotional self-management lowers the attractiveness of these
distractions. If you could call someone and solve the flight delay, you would
immediately do that instead of goofing around on your phone. And when we
have the tools to manage our emotions, the world’s baubles and time-wasters
no longer attract us so much—nor do we have the time to waste on them. We
aren’t stuck in place anymore. We are willing and able to build for the future
instead of frittering away our time in the present.



That raises the next big question: What exactly should we focus on
instead of the idols? If we want to build happier lives, and we now have the
time and energy to do it, what are the pillars on which to build them?

There are thousands of scholarly articles on this question, and many more
written by self-improvement gurus. You could compile a list of ten thousand
little practices to raise your happiness incrementally. You can find thousands
of dubious happiness “hacks” on the internet to adopt (for a monthly
subscription fee, of course).

Fortunately, if we look at all the best social science research together, just
four big happiness pillars stand out far above all others. These are the most
important things to pay attention to in order to build the happiest life each of
us can, and thus they deserve the lion’s share of our attention as we invest in
ourselves and our loved ones. This is where to spend the time, attention, and
energy released by emotional self-management.

The four pillars are family, friendship, work, and faith.

Family. These are the people we are given in our lives and generally
don’t choose (except our spouses).

Friendship. This is the bond with people we love deeply but who
aren’t our kin.

Work. This is our toil to earn our daily bread, to create value in our
lives and in the lives of others. It might be paid or unpaid, in the
marketplace or at home.

Faith. This does not mean a specific religion, but rather is a shorthand
term for having a transcendent view and approach to life.

These are the pillars on which a good life is built. This isn’t to say
nothing else in life is important. Obviously, you need to take care of your
health, you need to have fun, you need to sleep, you need to be smart about
your finances, and on and on. But family, friends, work, and faith are the Big
Four on which almost everything else rests.



Of course, these areas of life are full of challenges—some of them very
hard. These are the very challenges we so often distracted ourselves from.
But now, with our emotional skills and growing resolve, these challenges in
family life, friendship, work, and faith are our opportunities to learn and
grow in love and happiness. So that is what we turn to in the next four
chapters.



A Note from Oprah

Much of what I know about getting happier comes from experience—
my own and that of so many others. Arthur, on the other hand, comes
to happiness through research. It’s a distinction that applies to us in
general: when it comes to explaining something or making a point, I
always have a story, he always has a study (or a quote from an
ancient philosopher). We’re different that way.

And then there’s Stedman, my life partner and companion for the
past thirty years. The two of us once co-taught a class on leadership
at Northwestern University’s Kellogg Graduate School of
Management, and our students were surprised by how different we
were. He’s a planner, a strategist. He does nothing without first
setting a vision for the outcome, whether he’s playing golf or
speaking to businessmen in China. I am the opposite, operating in the
moment, guided by intuition and instinct to the next right move. He
never worries about what other people think. I have spent much of my
adult life working to nullify my people-pleasing ways.

And then there’s my bestie, Gayle King. In personality-test terms,
I’m a Judge, Gayle is a Cheerleader. I stay calm, she gets excited. I
like to drive in silence, she likes the radio on (and lordy, does she
love to sing along). We’ll leave an event together with me saying,
“Phew, I can’t wait to get home,” and Gayle saying, “I could have
stayed all night!”

It turns out that Arthur and I and Stedman and I and Gayle and I
are complementary: different personalities that mesh together well.
And happily for all of us, the research says that’s what makes for the
strongest and longest-lasting relationships.



Different kinds of relationships are the subject of the next section
of this book. The focus starts at close range—you and the way you
deal with your family—then progressively zooms out to include your
friends, your work and the people you work with, and finally your
relationship to “the majesties of the universe,” through whatever form
of spirituality is right for you.

As you read, you’ll begin to appreciate what I think of as the
inner-outer paradox—the fact that, as we saw earlier in the book, the
surest way to improve your inner world is to focus on the outer
world, because happiness inside comes from looking outside. I’m not
saying that happiness depends on external circumstances; we’ve
already seen that waiting for someone or something else to make you
happy is a losing game. My point is that our lives are spent in
connection—to other people, to our work, to nature and the divine—
and the more we do to improve those connections, the better off we
are. So in the next several chapters you’ll be thinking about whom
and what you interact with and how you can make those interactions
better. Whom and what do you surround yourself with? What can you
do in the face of conflict? How can you show up more intentionally
and serve more meaningfully?

These questions lead to another paradox—maybe, in the context of
happiness, the paradox—the one I call detached attachment. I have
learned to live my life so that I’m attached to the work I do and the
things I create and the people who matter to me—but not in a way that
involves expectations. It’s a lesson I learned the hard way, after the
movie Beloved, a movie I worked ten years to bring to life, based on
a novel I revered, came out. When it bombed at the box office, I sank
with it.

Though at the time it seemed that the experience might crush me,
what happened with Beloved ultimately freed me. Today, everything I
do, anything I make, any suggestion I float or advice I give—it’s all
just an offering. If it works, it works. If it’s accepted, it’s accepted. If
not, I have lost nothing because I had no attachment to a particular



result. This has made for a much, much happier life for me, and I
wish the same for you. But all I can do is wish it—what you do with
it is up to you.



I

Five

Build Your Imperfect Family

am happiest when I am home with my family,” reports Angela, age forty.
Married for fourteen years and the mother of three kids ranging from four

to twelve, she considers her family the most important part of her life. She
works part-time, but her career definitely takes a back seat to family life.

What about when she is unhappiest? When asked this, she thinks for a
moment, and then confesses, with a half smile, “I guess that would be when I
am home with my family.”

Angela’s experience isn’t unique. Family can bring us to the highest highs
and lowest lows. On the one hand, there are few things as deeply satisfying
as family harmony. Most people in the United States and all over the world—
in fourteen out of seventeen developed countries surveyed by the Pew
Research Center in 2021—consider their families to be the biggest source of
meaning in their lives.[1] On the other hand, there are few things more
upsetting than family conflict, which can send even the steadiest of souls into
a tailspin. Fears about loved ones’ health and mortality are the second and
fourth most common fears that Americans hold.[2] (Fears number one and
three are corrupt government officials and nuclear war, in case you are
curious.) With the stakes around it so high, building this first pillar of a
happier life is one of the best and most reliable ways to improve well-being.

Most people say they want a “happy family,” but what does that mean? By
“family,” we generally mean the people you live with and are related to, by
blood, adoption, or marriage: kids, parents, siblings, and spouses. So far, so



good. The harder part is figuring out what it means for a whole family to be
arguably “happy,” or if it is even possible. If you take your cues from
television (generally a bad idea), you will think your goal as a family is to be
like those on Leave It to Beaver or The Brady Bunch. But those families
don’t exist in real life.

Maybe a happy family depends on the kids. After all, “You’re only as
happy as your unhappiest child,” goes the old saying. One of the worst
feelings of despair for parents is seeing your child suffering and not being
able to help. So perhaps a happy family is one without unhappy kids. Good
luck with that. Is it one where the parents have a perfect marriage, never
suffer unemployment or struggle with illness? Never seen it.

In truth, truly “happy” families exist only in the minds of the writers of
wholesome family television shows. They don’t exist in the wild. In real life,
families are made up of people mashed together. This can result in the most
mystical kind of love—the love you didn’t choose but that was given to you.
It inevitably also means plenty of conflict. Even in the best of situations,
tension between family members is normal, and crises are par for the course.
In one pair of researchers’ words, family bonds are frayed by “the give-and-
take between autonomy and dependence and the tension between concern and
disappointment.”[3] That’s academic-ese for “Family life can be a huge
mess.”

There are five common challenges that make family life most complicated,
which we will cover in this chapter. Each one bears similarity to the issues
we took on in our own heads in the first half of the book, and not surprisingly,
each has a solution using the same basic tools. Here’s the important thing to
remember: challenges are actually opportunities to learn to grow in this
unique and powerful area of love, as long as we use the tools we developed
earlier in this book.

Challenge 1
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“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own
way.”

This is the famous opening line from Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina.
[4] The story starts in a moment of chaos in the Oblonsky family, where the
father has just been discovered having an affair. With the parents distracted
and distraught, the children “ran wild all over the house,” and every member
of the family felt as if there were no sense living together again.

Even if the Oblonskys’ exact conflict never afflicted your family, many
other conflicts probably have—and they may have led you to intense
unhappiness. Perhaps you saw it as evidence that you are doing everything
wrong. In truth, family unhappiness due to conflict is a signal that something
important is right where it should be. You are upset because your family
matters to you. If it weren’t true, you would feel the same way about conflict
in your own home as you do about conflict in the family down the block:
mildly concerned and sympathetic, perhaps, but certainly not miserable.

Furthermore, you know very well that trying to avoid unhappiness is never
the right way to make life better. Think of conflict like the bill for a delicious
meal at a restaurant: the only way for it to be zero is not to order the meal.
Conflict is the cost of abundant love. The objective is not to make it go away
—it is to manage it metacognitively, replace it when possible with positive
emotions, and blunt it as necessary.

What accounts for family conflict? Generally, it is a misalignment
between how family members view their relationships and the roles that they
each play—in other words, mismatched expectations. For example, parents
tend to see the benefit of family bonds primarily in terms of shared love;
children generally view the benefit in terms of exchanges of assistance.
According to research, fathers report higher levels of involvement in the
relationship than their kids perceive.[5] Similarly, children tend to think that
they are doing more to help than their parents think they are.[6] All of this
creates resentment, which is only natural when people you love fail to meet



your expectations; it is exacerbated when the other party doesn’t even seem
to notice.

Other areas of unmet expectations are common as well. Children can seem
unambitious to parents who struggled to make ends meet early on. The kids
might not try hard enough in school; as young adults they might forgo
marriage or children, to their parents’ disappointment or disapproval.
Similarly, parents might withdraw financial support in a way that seems
selfish to grown kids, or appear more interested in their own lives than in
those of their children and grandchildren. Siblings can fail to support each
other in any number of ways.

The most extreme form of unmet expectations is a values breach, in which
one family member rejects something about the others’ core beliefs. An
example of this is a child who rejects the parents’ religion, or who declares
the parents’ beliefs immoral. We hear stories all the time of young adults who
come home from college and announce to their parents that they are
completely wrong about everything.

Some conflicts result in a rupture to the relationship. Researchers writing
in 2015 found that about 11 percent of mothers ages sixty-five to seventy-five
with at least two grown children were totally estranged from at least one of
them.[7] They found that a values breach was at the root of many of these
estrangements, while a violation of behavioral norms (for instance, not
practicing their faith) usually was not. (Take a moment and think about what
this says: your family generally cares less about how you live and more
about what you say about what they believe.)

Acknowledging family conflict is good, because it improves
communication and gives you opportunities to solve problems. Conversely,
denying family conflict is unhelpful, because family conflicts generally don’t
die of old age. On the contrary, research shows that without working on
conflicts, parent-child and sibling relationships remain strained as everyone
involved ages—a phenomenon partly explained by a theory known as the
developmental schism hypothesis.”[8] So accept the fact that you are like
almost every other family, and take the opportunity to make things better.
Here are three ways to do so.



First, don’t try to read minds. As the years go by, many families fall into a
tendency to assume that communication need not be spoken—that everyone
understands one another without saying anything. This is an invitation to
miscommunication. Evidence shows that it’s best to have a clear family
policy of speaking for yourself and listening to others.[9] One way to do this
is with regular family meetings, where each of you can air issues that are on
your mind before they fester into a major problem or misunderstanding.[10] If
this is too awkward, then set regular meetings in groups of two for the most
sensitive topics. The key isn’t asking anyone to change their reactions to your
actions or feelings; it’s giving them the chance to hear your side of things and
respond before you start assuming that you know what their response will be.

Second, live your life, but don’t ask them to change their values.
Estrangement within families is a tragedy—perhaps inevitable in cases of
abuse, but avoidable in so many clashes of pride. You have to decide
yourself whether a schism is warranted, but as the research suggests, family
members (especially parents) are likelier to accept lifestyle choices that they
disagree with than accept differing values, which they might perceive as a
personal rejection.[11]

Perhaps this sounds morally inconsistent or even hypocritical, but it isn’t.
Many people hold values that they do not share with their loved ones. They
can still coexist permanently with these differences of opinion without
feeling hurt or angry, precisely because they don’t expect anyone else to
change their mind. And because they don’t insist on agreement, there is no
reason to feel aggrieved.

Third, don’t treat your family like emotional ATMs. When people treat
their family as a one-way valve of help and advice—usually, parents giving
and children receiving—the resentment tends, ironically, to go both ways;
conversations, visits, and calls become tiresome, repetitive interviews
instead of conversations. Our belief is that this stems from a stunted
development in the relationship. For example, if you are a young adult,
perhaps Mom and Dad still treat you like a youngster; meanwhile, you rarely
or never ask about their lives or take a true human interest in them.



Rather than expecting your family members to be bottomless fonts of help
and wisdom—or to stop giving you unsolicited advice all the time—take the
lead by treating your family the way you do your friends, both generously
giving and gratefully accepting emotional support. Research shows that the
relationship can be greatly enhanced when adult children and their parents
treat each other as individuals with past histories and limitations; in other
words, as real people.[12]

Challenge 2
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In some family relationships, you sort of expect a fair bit of conflict—say,
between adolescents and their parents. But in others, conflict feels like a real
threat, because we are told by our culture it is bad. The best example of this
is conflict between spouses or romantic partners. Discord in this area almost
never feels like a good thing and is seen as evidence that something is wrong.

And how do you avoid conflict with your spouse or partner? By being
compatible. If there’s one piece of conventional wisdom about romantic life,
it’s that you need a high level of compatibility. The idea is that there is less
discomfort and conflict when your partner is a lot like you. If you find
someone compatible, the attraction will be higher and the relationship more
successful, or so the thinking goes.

This is wrong. Just consider the evidence from people who are dating.
Dating apps, which almost everybody uses, have made compatibility easier
and easier to achieve. Before you ever see someone in person you can sort
her or him on any number of dimensions, to raise the odds of a good “fit.”
Less pain, more gain. But here’s a weird thing: Most “daters”—people who
are not in a committed relationship but would like to be, or people who date
casually—are struggling.[13] In a 2020 survey, 67 percent said their dating



life was not going well.[14] Three-quarters said that finding someone to date
was difficult.

The fact is that the more we achieve compatibility, the harder love gets to
find and maintain. From 1989 to 2016, the proportion of people in their
twenties who were married fell from 27 percent to 15 percent.[15] And in
case you think that’s just a commentary on traditional marriage, the same
survey shows that the percentage of 18-to-29-year-olds who had not had any
sex in a year nearly tripled from 2008 to 2018, from 8 to 23 percent.[16]

Looking for someone who has a lot in common with you is called
homophily, and it is natural. As egotistical creatures, we tend to rate those
who are similar to us as more appealing (socially and romantically) than
those who aren’t.[17] Consider the case of political views. According to the
online-dating site OkCupid, 85 percent of millennials responding to a 2021
survey said that how a potential date votes is “extremely or very important”
to them.[18] And among college students, 71 percent of Democrats and 31
percent of Republicans said that they would not go out on a date with
someone who voted for the opposing presidential candidate.[19]

The effects of homophily are even stronger when it comes to education.
Researchers have found that educational attainment is the most important
dating criterion for millennials, exceeding earning potential, physical
attributes, and political and religious affiliations.[20] They also found that 43
percent of daters with a master’s degree judge potential partners based on the
college they attended.

Some similarity in basic values is no doubt beneficial to a partnership, but
too much sameness brings huge costs. Romantic love requires
complementarity—that is, differences. A sociologist named Robert Francis
Winch advanced this idea in the 1950s by interviewing couples and assessing
the personality traits of those who were successful and those who weren’t.
[21] He found that the happiest couples tended to round out each other’s
personality—an extrovert and an introvert, for example.

Research has found that strangers assigned to perform a task in pairs feel
warmer toward each other when their personalities are complementary than
when they’re similar.[22] In one study, people described their ideal romantic



partners as similar to themselves, but their actual partners’ personality traits
were uncorrelated with their own.[23] We may think we want partners like
ourselves, but we wind up pursuing long-term relationships with people who
are different from us.

The attractive force of difference may have biological roots. Scientists
have long known, for example, that children inherit a wider variety of
immune defenses when their parents differ greatly in a group of genes called
the major histocompatibility complex (MHC). None of us can look at a
potential mate and decode her MHC at first sight, but there is evidence that
we sense components of it through smell—though we don’t realize it,
because our olfactory neurons function below the level of consciousness—
and that we’re more attracted to people whose genes “smell” different from
our own.[24] In 1995, Swiss zoologists asked women to sniff T-shirts worn by
men they didn’t know but who had worn the shirts for two straight days.[25]

The women preferred the smelly shirts worn by the men whose MHC genes
were most different from their own. Later research on different populations
found the same result.[26]

Despite all this evidence that you really shouldn’t be searching for a
version of yourself when you date, the most common ways that Americans
find partners these days—via websites and apps—are smorgasbords of
sameness.[27] Algorithms allow people to find dates like themselves with
brutal efficiency.[28] It might make for fewer disputes, but in searching for
your doppelgänger, you might be overlooking the people who complement
you, psychologically and even physically.

This search for compatibility has spilled over into how long-established
couples see themselves. If you have been in a relationship for a long time and
are struggling to keep it together, you might have assumed that you simply
aren’t compatible enough. This is possible, of course; every couple needs
some things in common. More than likely, the real problem is that you and
your partner have not been working to turn your differences into the
complementarity a healthy relationship needs.

To get more complementarity into your love life, here are three things to
do. First, seek out differences in personality and tastes. For example, if you



are dating, look for someone who is not your double on the introvert-
extrovert dimension. You will learn a lot from each other (as you will see in
the next chapter) if you seek to show each other the joys of going to parties
one night and being alone the next. This expands the pool of potential mates
and makes life more fun. If you are long married, make a list of the ways your
partner is different from you. For example, if you are a worrier and your
spouse isn’t, it may have driven you crazy that she or he “doesn’t care
enough” about all the problems in life. Instead, reclassify your spouse as
your personal agent in the art of lightening up. (You can be their personal
threat spotter.)

Second, focus more on what really matters. Too many couples get hung up
on differences that are frankly ridiculous, like political issues. If you need to,
make a list together of the ten things in your life you both agree are most
important. If you have kids, they will probably be number one. Your extended
families, faith, and work will all be near the top. Politics and other bones of
contention will be way down at the bottom, if they make the list at all. Now
resolve to focus your time together on the important stuff.

Third, if you are dating, let humans make your matches instead of
machines. One of the most robust trends in meeting potential mates over the
past three decades has been the move away from dates set up by friends.
More than half of people ages 54 to 64 have had a blind date (a date set up
by others, where the daters are unacquainted) in their life, according to
DatingAdvice.com, versus only 20 percent of adults ages 18 to 24.[29] On the
surface, this makes some sense: Why waste a whole dinner out trying to meet
a person on the basis of someone else’s recommendation when a closer
match is just a few clicks away?

If you have read this far, you know the reason: traditional blind dates are
generally arranged by people who know you and have thought about whether
your personality fits with your date’s. The less exclusively you rely on an
internet-dating profile, the freer you can be from philosophical prejudices,
and the more you might rely on more primitive mechanisms—like your nose.
This strategy only works, of course, when your friends know eligible
matches with whom to set you up. If you ask your friends to help and they



consistently come up dry, it may be evidence that you need to expand your
social circle.

Challenge 3
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A healthy family is not conflict averse. Conflict is different, however, from
chronic negativity, which can spoil family life.

The ambient culture in a family, or in any close-knit group, determines the
ability of the members to solve problems. Think of it like the room
temperature. If the temperature in your house is a hundred degrees and you
are feeling too hot, it doesn’t really matter how many clothes you take off—
you’ll still be too hot. Similarly, a negative culture in a family can make
problem-solving impossible, so there is no growth or learning, just chronic
unhappiness. This often occurs because of emotional contagion, which
psychologists have studied extensively.[30] There’s not a particular problem
to solve, just a “this sucks” attitude that moves between family members.

Escaping from contagious negative emotions can be difficult, but more to
the point, when we truly love others who are suffering—especially our
family—we don’t want to avoid their sadness, frustration, fear, or anxiety.
We want to help, and that’s good. Just as we shouldn’t push away our own
negative feelings if we want to grow and solve our problems, we can help
those we love by accepting their emotions. But we don’t have to take on their
unhappiness in the process.

Emotional contagion isn’t all negative, of course. You can probably think
of people in your life with whom you always seem to be smiling, and others
who make you feel warm and generous. Researchers have even studied
positive emotional contagion, finding that living within a mile of a friend or
family member who becomes happier makes you 25 percent likelier to



become happier too.[31] But unhappiness is more contagious and spreads
faster.[32] A negative mood in a meeting can infect the whole room in
seconds.

Emotions jump between people through a number of mechanisms.[33] The
most obvious is conversation, in which you transmit and take on the emotions
of others through facial expressions, vocal tone, and posture. You probably
have found that when you interact with certain people, you laugh more than
normal even when things aren’t funny; with others, you complain a lot about
things that aren’t a problem.

Negative emotional viruses can also be carried home from school or work
due, paradoxically, to trust. If you have (or had) little kids, you know that
sometimes they are fine all day at school, but when they see you to pick them
up, they burst into tears and tell you nothing but horror after horror. This is
because they trust you and save the hard stuff all day for you. It feels like
punishment but it is actually love. (Grown-ups do this, too, by the way,
smiling all day at work and then complaining all evening at home.)

You can “catch” others’ emotions physiologically, at least in part. In one
experiment, people who inhaled a disgusting smell and those who merely
observed a video clip of a person with a disgusted expression had activation
in the same parts of the brain.[34] As we saw earlier, similar results have
been found in the experience of pain—your brain can sense it simply by
seeing someone else who is hurting.[35] This is especially true for people
who live together.[36]

The idea of emotional contagion is far from new. More than eighteen
hundred years ago, while emperor of Rome, the Stoic philosopher Marcus
Aurelius wrote about emotional contagion during the dreaded Antonine
Plague.[37] The virus killed as many as two thousand people a day.[38] Still,
Marcus wrote, “the corruption of the mind is a pest far worse than any such
miasma and vitiation of the air which we breathe around us. The latter is a
pestilence for living creatures and affects their life, the former for human
beings and affects their humanity.”[39] Many people can relate to this after the
lockdowns during the COVID pandemic, when their families were all
cooped up together. The worst part was often when family members started



spreading a terrible attitude, which everybody caught. Similarly, you might
prefer to have a cold go around your family on vacation than a foul mood that
spoils all the fun.

For a lot of people, the way to avoid negative emotional contagion is to
avoid an unhappy person, like you would any communicable disease. But in
the cases where love transcends the trouble—when the unhappy person is a
spouse, a parent, a child, a sibling—and you choose to stay in the same
house, research yields four lessons on how you can help while not allowing
it to take over the culture.

First, as we’ve shown throughout this book, “put on your own oxygen
mask first.” Work on your own happiness and unhappiness before trying to
change your family’s. This might seem to contradict the research saying that
you should attend more to others. This is different—you need to protect
yourself precisely so you can help others. Say you are living with or near an
unhappy parent. Start each day by tending to your own happiness hygiene:
exercise, meditate, call a friend. Give yourself an hour or two of space from
the unhappy person, if you can, and focus on what you enjoy and are grateful
for. This will give you the happiness reserves you need to lift up someone
else.

Second, don’t take negativity personally, if you can. Whether there is
conflict or not, thinking that someone else’s unhappiness is directed
specifically toward you is only human. Personalization of negativity and
conflict is one of the most powerful ways that unhappiness spreads.
Psychologists studying this tendency find that taking negativity personally can
lead to rumination, which damages your mental and physical health and ruins
your relationships by encouraging you to avoid others and seek revenge.[40]

If you care for an unhappy family member, or even just spend time in the
same room as them, remind yourself each day, “It’s not my fault, and I won’t
take this personally.” View unhappiness in the same way you would a
physical malady. The afflicted person might lash out and blame you because
of sheer frustration, but you wouldn’t likely accept this blame unless you’re
the one who injured them.



Third, break the negative culture with surprise. Helping others to be
happy is not straightforward. Saying “Cheer up!” for example—what
psychologists call reframing—is usually counterproductive.[41] (Just imagine
someone saying it to you when you are in a dark mood.) It is much better to
get the unhappy person to engage in an activity that you know she likes.
Research has shown that actively engaging in an enjoyable activity improves
mood more than doing nothing, suppressing the bad mood, or envisioning
good times.[42]

There’s a catch, though: the researchers have also found that asking
unhappy people to imagine happy activities (a step that is necessary for
planning them in advance) made them less likely to participate in them. This
is because the mood they are being encouraged to imagine seems difficult to
attain, making the happy activity seem difficult as well. Even if you
ordinarily enjoy riding your bike, it can seem like a chore when you are sad
or depressed. Yet if a family member shows up for a spontaneous ride, you
might just say yes—and be more likely to enjoy it.

Finally, prevent the spread. So far, the advice here has been geared
toward someone who wants to help an unhappy family member. If you are the
unhappy one, remember that your loved ones want to help. Doing so might
make them happier. More to the point, people who love you don’t want you
to suffer. Isolating yourself or pretending to be happy just to make other
people more comfortable won’t benefit anyone.

Instead, actively communicate with others to help keep your relationships
healthy. Perhaps this means telling your sibling, “I want you to know that
although I am going through a hard time right now, it’s not your fault.” Or
maybe it involves strategic avoidance during particular parts of the day if
you tend to feel down at those times. The bottom line is that while you may
not be able to will your feelings to improve, you can choose how you talk to
and treat others, which will give your loved ones more energy to help you
when you need it.



Challenge 4
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Have you ever heard of the South Indian monkey trap?[43] It consists of a
hollowed-out coconut with some rice inside, chained to a stake. The coconut
has a hole in the top just large enough for a monkey to insert its hand but not
big enough to remove a fistful of rice. While villagers watch from a distance,
a hungry monkey reaches in and becomes trapped, unable or unwilling to
give up its handful in exchange for its freedom. The villagers can then walk
right up and take the monkey away.

Before you say anything unkind about the “dumb monkey,” ask yourself
whether you are doing more or less the same thing when it comes to conflict
in your family life. Do you wish the ambient culture were warmer but you are
held back by unresolved anger? If so, you are stuck in an emotional monkey
trap.

You’re not alone; we all face this situation from time to time in our
families, and not just in the obvious cases where we cling to bad feelings by
flatly refusing to forgive. Sometimes we sabotage the freedom we crave even
when we say we’ve forgiven others, whether because we still harbor
resentment deep down or because we’re holding on to offenses to use later
against the people who have wronged us. To achieve greater happiness and
freedom, we all need to abandon these sorts of partial forgiveness.

In 2018, scholars identified four successful forgiveness strategies that
family members use to heal a relationship after a transgression or conflict has
occurred: discussion (“Let’s talk this through so I can let go of the hurt”),
explicit forgiveness (“I forgive you”), nonverbal forgiveness (such as
showing affection after a fight), and minimization (which involves classifying
the transgression as unimportant and simply choosing to disregard it).[44]

Researchers have found that all four of these strategies can be effective, and
the one chosen typically depends on the severity of the grievance.[45] For
example, discussion is most often used for the worst offenses, such as



infidelity in a marriage; minimization and nonverbal forgiveness are most
often used for the least problematic issues, such as showing up late for
dinner. Explicit forgiveness is probably best for conflicts somewhere in the
middle.

The thing about talking through a problem or telling someone, “I forgive
you,” is that it takes a lot of effort and bruises your pride, and might mean
giving up something you want. So sometimes people try shortcuts that seem
like good ways to resolve a dispute but don’t work in the end.

Researchers have written about conditional forgiveness, in which
vindication is deferred and stipulations are made (“I will forgive you when
you do X and Y”), and pseudo-forgiveness, which happens when partners
decide to suppress or ignore an issue without actually forgiving (not to be
confused with minimization, which is different).[46] Conditional forgiveness
can provide what researchers call emotional protection—that is, a feeling of
safety—to the damaged partner, but can also keep a wound open. Pseudo-
forgiveness can prolong an unhappy family relationship because no actual
forgiveness takes place, which, the research shows, bodes ill for a
relationship’s survival.

Conditional and pseudo-forgiveness can look attractive to an aggrieved
family member for a number of reasons. Conditional forgiveness offers the
victim power over the transgressor, a way to get a desired behavior by
holding out the carrot of true forgiveness. Pseudo-forgiveness solves nothing,
and can create a grudge that is exploited in moments of irritation. Conditional
or pseudo-forgiveness are monkey traps—a handful of emotional rice chosen
over freedom from anger and bitterness.

In order to avoid the emotional monkey trap, you’ll need to deliberately
choose not to fall into it. Releasing the rice takes patience and self-control.
First, when you’re choosing forgiveness, remember that resolving a conflict
is not charity—it primarily benefits you. The monkey-trap metaphor makes
this clear, and so does the wisdom of the ages. The fifth-century Buddhist
sage Buddhaghosa writes that by indulging anger and refusing to forgive,
“you are like a man who wants to hit another and picks up a burning
ember . . . and so first burns himself.”[47] Abundant modern research backs



up this idea, showing that forgiveness benefits the forgiver mentally and
physically.[48]

Second, widen your conflict-resolution repertoire, especially when what
you have tried before isn’t working. Perhaps you are a natural minimizer,
quick to forgive family members when you can easily dismiss their wrongs
against you. The person with whom you have a conflict might believe the
severity of the situation is too great to be resolved this way. If you’re the one
who’s been wronged, escalate to explicit forgiveness. If the problem is
mutual, try discussion, and talk it out.

And third, don’t dismiss minimization too quickly. In many cases,
abandoning a conflict rather than trying to solve it is the perfect solution. Ask
yourself whether your argument is really important enough to, say, lose
contact with your loved one, and act accordingly.

Challenge 5
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Do you have something you wouldn’t dare share with your family? There are
a lot of good and logical reasons not to say what you think, especially when
others disagree strongly. Offending people feels terrible, and it can lead to
unpleasant consequences. Withholding the truth or nodding along might seem
practical, despite the fact that you are screaming dissent on the inside.

Just maybe, however, the true act of love is to stop avoiding problems and
simply look outward and say what you see—to be courageous, and work
toward a family that can take it.

In the 1990s, the writer and psychotherapist Brad Blanton argued just that
in his book Radical Honesty. When the truth is hard to accept, telling it can
have costs, including frayed relationships at home.[49] But Blanton suggested
that complete honesty—no white lies, no exceptions—is worth the



consequences because it can reduce stress, deepen connections with others,
and reduce emotional reactivity.

If you are of the “let’s not go there” school of family relations, you might
be skeptical of this argument. The research favors honesty nonetheless.
Families where people bottle up their feelings and beliefs are not at their
best, because they can’t bring their full selves to the party. To avoid
unhappiness through conflict, they wind up avoiding the happiness that comes
from greater intimacy and understanding.

Why do we withhold the truth from—or even lie to—loved ones? As
much as we would like to say we are protecting others, it is usually
motivated by a focus on ourselves. We want to bolster their opinion of us
(“School is going fine”), to avoid conflict (“I agree with your political
views”), or to protect others (“You look great, Dad”).[50] And then there’s
sheer laziness. When Mom asks, “How did you like dinner?” you might not
have the energy to explain that it was too salty.

Some lies might make life easier, but like most inward-focused behavior,
they don’t necessarily make life happier. When a lie is discovered, it
generally harms trust. Even little white lies can do this in family life. When
we tell family members things we think they want to hear, we treat them as if
we were strangers avoiding conflict. Imagine learning that your spouse found
it easier to simply humor you. It would bother you a lot, most likely. For
getting happier, closeness beats momentary harmony.

The point of honesty is having enough love for others to be precisely who
you are, with complete transparency, even if it is difficult for both of you. Of
course, that is easier to say than to do, especially if you have the kind of
family with a long history of bottling things up. Fortunately, research from
psychologists can help to get you started.

First, before being honest, solicit and accept honesty from others. Some
people are quite willing to tell the truth to everyone, no matter who gets
offended, but become prickly when presented with truths that they find
difficult to accept. The tendency to dish out criticism while being unable to
take it is one of the classic traits of narcissists, and to put it less



academically, it’s the style of the thin-skinned jerk.[51] Such behavior is not
an expression of love.

Committing yourself to honesty starts with a commitment to be honest with
yourself, and an effort to seek out and accept complete honesty from others,
especially loved ones. Ask people for the truth as they see it, starting with
those closest to you, and make a commitment not to be offended when they
give it. Note that their opinions are not facts, meaning that you have to use
your judgment on letting the truth you hear affect your actions. Furthermore,
sometimes what you hear will be intended to offend you. You can almost
always choose not to take offense.

Second, offer truth to heal, never to harm. What generally holds us back in
our ability to persuade one another is that we use our opinions as a weapon
instead of as a gift. The same principle applies in even greater force when it
comes to the truth. If you keep the truth to yourself when it’s convenient and
use it to hurt others when you’re feeling hurt—as we often do in emotional
arguments with family members—then your honesty is not an expression of
love. Look for the virtues rather than the imperfections in others. If you do
that, most of the truth you speak will be honest appreciation and praise.

Third, make the truth appealing. If you do need to offer an occasional less-
than-positive appraisal, think of a way to reframe it as an opportunity for
growth. Rather than telling someone, “You’re wrong,” say, “Here’s a way
you can think about this issue differently.” Your honest feedback will not
always be appreciated, of course, but it can soften the blow.

Maybe your family is such that a policy of real honesty sounds insane to
you. Start slowly, and tell your family members it is what you want so you all
can understand each other better. Little by little, it will get easier. You all
will be less self-protective and more generous. It’s kind of like exercise: it
will take a while, but then it will become a habit, and then it will feel like a
necessity. As you build up this muscle, you can expand honesty outward
toward friends and strangers. Always remember, though, to do so while
healing and appealing, so that your honesty continues to be an act of love.
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Family life can be such a unique joy that no effort to build a happier life can
neglect it. But even the best-adjusted families are challenging, especially
surrounding conflict, compatibility, negativity, forgiveness, and honesty. To
sum up, here are the main lessons to make each challenge into a source of
growth.

1. Don’t avoid conflict, which is your family’s opportunity to learn and
grow if you understand where it originates and manage it
appropriately.

2. You naturally think compatibility is key to relationship success, and
difference brings conflict. In truth, you need enough compatibility to
function, but not all that much. What you really need is
complementarity to complete you as a person.

3. The culture of a family can get sick from the virus of negativity. This is
a basic emotional-management issue, but applied to a group instead of
to you as an individual.

4. The secret weapon in all families is forgiveness. Almost all
unresolved conflict comes down to unresolved resentment, so a
practice of forgiving each other explicitly and implicitly is extremely
important.

5. Explicit forgiveness and almost all difficult communication require a
policy of honesty. When families withhold the truth, they cannot be
close.

One last point: If your relationship with your family is especially difficult,
working to improve it might sometimes feel like a lost cause. It’s easy to
throw up your hands. Almost every day, we hear from people all over the
world who feel stuck in family problems that seem like they have no solution.



Maybe you have said, “I just want to turn my back on those people and get on
with my life.”

Giving up is almost always a mistake, because “those people” are, in a
mystical way, you. Your spouse is a completion of you as a person. Your kids
provide a rare glimpse into your own past. Your parents are a vision of your
future. Your siblings are a representation of how others see you. Giving that
up means losing insight into yourself, which is a lost opportunity to gain self-
knowledge and make progress as a person. Never give up on the
relationships that you did not choose, if at all possible.

But what about the relationships that you have chosen? These are your
friendships, and that’s the next part of our lives to build.
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Six

Friendship That Is Deeply Real

rom childhood’s hour I have not been as others were,” begins Edgar
Allan Poe in his haunting 1829 poem “Alone.”[1] It details his inability

to connect emotionally with other people, to share joys and sorrows. “All I
lov’d—I lov’d alone.”

Poe was not an especially solitary figure; he grew up in a fairly ordinary
family, attended school, and served in the military. Yet through it all, he never
made any deep human connections, beyond perhaps his cousin Virginia,
whom he married when she was thirteen (he was twenty-seven), but who
died of tuberculosis a few years later.

According to his obituary, Poe “had few or no friends.”[2] Most people
were simply not worth his time. It’s not that no one wanted his company; it’s
that he didn’t much want theirs. Again, his obituary: “He had made up his
mind upon the numberless complexities of the social world, and the whole
system with him was an imposture.” His loneliness was self-imposed.

Still, Poe suffered terribly from his lack of friends, self-medicating with
alcohol and gambling to numb his pain. Before he died at age forty under
circumstances probably involving alcohol poisoning, he confessed his
problem. “It has not been in the pursuit of pleasure that I have periled life
and reputation and reason,” he said. Rather, it was “a sense of insupportable
loneliness.”[3]

Friendship is the second pillar of building a happier life. Friends can
lighten the load of the heaviest days. There are few joys in life as wonderful



as seeing a close friend after a long separation. Without friends, no one can
thrive. This is the clear conclusion from decades of research.[4] Friendship
accounts for almost 60 percent of the difference in happiness between
individuals, no matter how introverted or extroverted they are.[5] A life with
close friends can be happy even when many other things are going wrong. A
life without close friends is like a house in the winter (in Massachusetts)
without heat.

Unfortunately, the latter case is increasingly common in our society.
Social scientists ask survey questions like “When was the last time you had a
private conversation in which you shared personal feelings or problems?”
Over the past three decades, the percentage of Americans who would answer
“never” to this question has nearly doubled.[6] The percentage of Americans
who say they have fewer than three close friends has doubled since 1990.[7]

The reasons for this sound an awful lot like Poe syndrome, but on a mass
scale. We are willfully neglecting friendships, and even pushing them away.
Our fixation on screens and social media makes it easier to be alone than
ever, and many young people even confess that making friends in person now
feels awkward or frightening. Our poisonous culture war has broken up
perfectly good friendships as well: polling data have shown that about one in
six Americans have stopped talking to a friend or family member since 2016
because of politics.[8]

And then, of course, there’s COVID. If your life didn’t go back to its
2019-era “normal,” you are not alone. In a poll conducted in March 2022, 59
percent of respondents said they still had not fully returned to their pre-
pandemic activities.[9] More serious for happiness is that many people now
prioritize socializing for fun less than they used to in the “before times.” In a
poll long after the pandemic lockdowns had ended, 21 percent of respondents
said that socializing had become more important to them since the
coronavirus outbreak, but 35 percent said it had become less important.[10]

Many feel anxious about socializing, with the number one reason being “not
knowing what to say or how to interact.”[11] Many of us have simply forgotten
how to be friends.



The good news is that it’s never too late to relearn friendship skills and
restart old relationships. With the right information, nearly all challenges can
be met. In this chapter we cover the five challenges that people most
commonly face—and how your management skills can turn them into
precious opportunities.

Challenge 1
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By all accounts, Edgar Allan Poe was an introvert. Perhaps you are, too, and
you consider that to be an inhibiting factor in the ability to make more friends
and get closer to people. It doesn’t have to be this way. In fact, what might
have seemed like a high personality barrier to your developing more
friendships might be your source of strength, if you use it right.

An easy measure of friendship health is the number of friends you have.
You will read here or there that you need three friends, or five, or some other
specific number to be happy. This is arbitrary, and it doesn’t take account of
your specific personality. Here is the rule of thumb: you need at least one
close friend besides your spouse, and there is an upper limit of perhaps ten
friendships that you can realistically spend enough time on to regard them as
close. The exact number depends on you, and especially whether you are an
introvert or an extrovert. Neither is better or worse than the other if managed
properly, but each personality can experience its own difficulties.

Psychologists see extroversion/introversion as one of the Big Five
personality dimensions, along with agreeableness, openness,
conscientiousness, and neuroticism.[12] The Big Five theory has been a staple
of psychology since the 1980s, but the introvert-extrovert binary was first
popularized in 1921 by the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, who posited that the
two groups have different primary life goals.[13] The former, he thought, seek



to establish autonomy and independence; the latter seek union with others.
Those stereotypes have persisted to this day.

The German-born psychologist Hans Eysenck further developed Jung’s
theory in the 1960s, arguing that our genetics determine our relative
extroversion.[14] He believed that cortical arousal—that is, the brain’s level
of alertness—was more difficult to achieve for extroverts than introverts, so
the former seek stimulation in the company of others, ideally the fresh
company of new people.[15] Subsequent research has shown mixed results on
Eysenck’s specific theory, but has found clear cognitive differences between
the groups.[16]

In general, extroverts are happier than introverts. In 2001, a group of
Oxford scholars broke a sample of survey respondents into four groups:
happy extroverts, unhappy extroverts, happy introverts, and unhappy
introverts.[17] The happy extroverts outnumbered the happy introverts by
about two to one. One common explanation for the happiness differential
between introverts and extroverts follows from stereotypes like Jung’s and
Eysenck’s: humans are inherently social animals, so contact brings
happiness; extroverts seek out contact, so they are happier.

Extroverts also have a natural edge in enthusiasm—“a passionate state of
mind,” according to one famous psychoanalyst in the 1960s—which is one of
the elements of personality most closely associated with happiness.[18]

Enthusiasm about life’s events leads to higher enjoyment and a better mood.
It also lowers the tendency to withdraw socially.

The fact that introverts prefer solitude and often struggle with sociability
doesn’t mean that they don’t need friends. It just means that new friendships
can be harder for them to establish. On the other hand, extroverts face a
different challenge: going deep. They tend to flit among lots of people whom
they know just a little, and can find an emptiness in their lives when a crisis
happens and they don’t have anyone to turn to who knows and loves them
deeply.

Whether you are an introvert or an extrovert, your personality doesn’t
have to stand in the way of real friendships, as long as you manage yourself.
A good way to do so is by taking a lesson from your opposite. For example,



one source of happiness for almost everyone is hope about the future, a sense
of life purpose, and self-esteem. Extroverts love to talk to others about the
future, their dreams, their life’s purpose. As psychologists have long shown,
we tend to act according to the commitments we have articulated to others, so
the extrovert habit of telling everyone you meet about your goals makes you
more likely to reach them and therefore get happier.[19] Introverts find sharing
personal hopes and dreams with strangers uncomfortable. What they should
do is talk about their castles in the sky with their close, one-on-one
friendships.

Meanwhile, extroverts should learn from introverts how to establish and
maintain a few deep friendships. This isn’t so easy for extroverts, because of
their love of crowds, audiences, fresh contact, and excitement. Research
shows that extroverts tend to have a lot of low-depth friendships with other
extroverts.[20] Extroverts should set a goal each year to deepen one
friendship. The way to do this is by organizing your social life specifically
around one-on-one conversations about profound things, instead of insisting
on congregating in groups. Avoid trivial subjects like hobbies and politics,
and move toward deep issues like faith, love—and happiness. This will
deepen some of your friendships, and in other cases show you in a hurry that
you should look elsewhere for depth.

Challenge 2
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Are your friends useful to you? “I hope so,” you might say. But that’s a
mistake for happiness.

Make a list of the first ten of your friends who pop into your head. Some
you would text with any silly thought; others you call only a couple of times a
year. Some are people you look up to; others you like, but do not especially



admire. You fit into these categories for others as well—maybe you are
helpful to one person and a confidant to another. You get different things out
of different relationships, which is all well and good.

There is one type of friend almost everyone has: the friend from whom
you need or want something. You don’t necessarily use this person—the
benefit might be mutual—but the friendship’s core benefit is more than
camaraderie. He or she is useful.

These are what some social scientists call “expedient friendships”—with
people we might call “deal friends”—and they are probably the most
common type most of us have.[21] The average adult has roughly sixteen
people they would classify as friends, according to one 2019 poll of two
thousand Americans.[22] Of these, about three are “friends for life,” and five
are people they really like. The other eight are not people they would hang
out with one-on-one. We can logically infer that these friendships are not an
end in themselves but are instrumental to some other goal, such as furthering
your career or easing a social dynamic.

Expedient friendships might be a pleasant—and certainly useful—part of
life, but they don’t usually bring lasting joy and comfort. If you find that your
social life is leaving you feeling a little empty and unfulfilled, it might just be
that you have too many deal friends and not enough real friends.

A lot of research has indicated that one of the best predictors of well-
being in middle age is being able to name a few truly close friends.[23] As we
just discussed, it doesn’t have be ten, and in fact, people tend to down-select
their friends to a smaller group as they get older.[24] It has to be more than
none, however, and the list should extend beyond your spouse or partner.

All the more reason, then, to take honest stock of your friendships. A
convenient way to do this comes from none other than the ancient Greek
philosopher Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics.[25] He argued that
friendships can be classified along a kind of ladder. At the bottom rung—
where people are least connected emotionally, so the commitment is weakest
—are the deal friends based on utility to each other in work or social life.
These are colleagues, partners to a transaction, or simply those who can do
each other favors. Higher up are friendships based on pleasure—something



you like and admire about the other person, such as their intelligence or sense
of humor. At the highest level are friendships of virtue, or what Aristotle
called “perfect friendship.” These friendships are an end in themselves, and
not instrumental to anything else. Aristotle would say they are “complete”—
pursued for their own sake and fully realized in the present.

These levels are not mutually exclusive; you can carpool to work with a
friend who has the unfailing honesty you strive to emulate. The point is to
classify friendships by their principal function.

You might not be able to put it into words, but you probably know how
these “perfect” friendships feel. They often feature a shared love for
something outside either of you, whether that thing be transcendental (like
religion) or just fun (like baseball), but they don’t depend on work, or money,
or ambition. These are the intimate friendships that bring us deep
satisfaction.

In contrast to these real friendships, deal friendships—those at the lowest
level on Aristotle’s ladder—are less satisfying. They feel incomplete
because they don’t involve the whole self. If the relationship is necessary to
the performance of a job, it might require us to maintain a professional
demeanor. We can’t afford to risk these connections through confrontation,
difficult conversations, or intimacy.

Unfortunately, societal incentives push many of us toward deal friends and
away from real friends. The average American worker spends forty hours on
the job during the workweek. In leadership, the numbers are much higher.[26]

Most of us work with other people, so during the workweek we have less
time for our family than for our colleagues, let alone for friends outside of
work. In this way, deal friends can easily crowd out real friends, leaving us
without the joys of the latter.

So what are you going to do? Start by going back to your list of ten
friends. Next to each name, write “real” or “deal.” Some of these will be
judgment calls, no doubt. That’s fine—just do your best. Then, next to the
“real friends,” ask yourself how many people know you really well—who
would notice when you are slightly off and say, “Are you feeling OK today?”
How many of these people are you comfortable discussing personal details



with? If you struggle to name even two or three, that’s a dead giveaway. Even
if you can, be honest: When was the last time you actually had that kind of
conversation? If it has been more than a month, you might be kidding yourself
about how close you really are.

How many people are left on your list? If there are none besides your
spouse or partner, we have identified a problem to solve.

The key to real friendship is a relationship that isn’t a stepping stone to
something else but rather is a blessing to pursue for its own sake. One way to
do this is to make friends not just outside your workplace, but outside all of
your professional and educational networks. Strike up a friendship with
someone who truly can do nothing for you besides care about you and give
you good company.

The quality to look for is uselessness (not worthlessness—we all have
had those friends, too!). That requires showing up in places that are unrelated
to your worldly ambitions. Whether it is a house of worship, a bowling
league, or a charitable cause unrelated to your work, these are the places
where you meet people who might be capable of sharing your loves, but
without advancing your career. When you meet someone you like, don’t
overthink it; invite them over.

In our go-go world, where professional success is valorized above all
else and “workism” has become like a religious cult to many, it can be easy
to surround ourselves with deal friends.[27] In so doing, we can lose sight of
the most basic of human needs: to know others deeply and to be deeply
known by them. People of many faiths place this deep knowing at the heart of
their relationship with the divine, and it is central to achieving change in
psychotherapy.[28]

One of the great paradoxes of love is that our most transcendental need is
for people whom, in a worldly sense, we do not need at all. If you are lucky
and work toward deepening your relationships, you’ll soon find that you have
a real friend or two to whom you can say: “I don’t need you—I simply love
you.”

Perfect friendships, as beautiful as they are, can be very hard to maintain.
Deal friends generally show up again and again in your life over the course



of earning a living; you don’t have to make a special effort to maintain them.
Real friends are another matter. It is all too easy when your life is busy with
family and work to let them fall by the wayside. Someone who was a perfect
friend during college might inadvertently become someone you talk to only
once or twice a year after you graduate, not because it’s what you intend, but
because time just passes. By the time you are in middle age, it is quite
common to have very few if any of these perfect friends simply due to life
pressures and the passage of time.

As with anything else of value, it is important not to leave these
relationships to take care of themselves, because they generally won’t. With
your list of real friends—and people you would like to be on that list—make
a concrete plan for staying in touch and seeing one another. Some people will
set up a regular time each week to phone or video-chat. Others have a policy
of taking each other’s calls even while at work or at home (if possible). And
it is very wise to find a way to see each other in person for a day or a week
every year.

In a busy life, you can’t realistically maintain too many of these
friendships—perhaps just a couple. Aside from your spouse, you need at
least one. To that person, the highest compliment you can pay her or him is
“You are useless to me.”

Challenge 3
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Of the many ideas from Eastern religion and philosophy that have permeated
Western thinking, the second “noble truth” of Buddhism arguably shines the
greatest light on our happiness, or lack thereof. Samudaya, as this truth is
also known, teaches that attachment is the root of human suffering. To find



peace in life, we must be willing to detach ourselves and thus become free of
sticky cravings.

This requires that we honestly examine our attachments. What are yours?
Money, power, pleasure, prestige—the distractions we sought to be free of
with greater emotional self-management? Dig deeper: just maybe, they are
your opinions. The Buddha himself named this attachment and its terrible
effects more than twenty-four hundred years ago, when he is believed to have
said, “Those who grasp at perceptions and views go about butting their heads
in the world.”[29] More recently, the Vietnamese Buddhist sage Thích Nhất
Hạnh wrote in his book Being Peace, “Humankind suffers very much from
attachment to views.”[30]

This attachment can be absolutely disastrous for friendships. There is
nothing wrong with holding beliefs strongly, of course. The problem is when
a disagreement about those beliefs gets in the way of friendship—the idea
that you can’t be close to someone because they hold views different from
your own. For example, maybe you have very strong political views, and you
convince yourself (or let yourself become convinced by others) that your
friends who don’t hold them are immoral or defective. Or maybe your friends
are religiously opposed to something about the way you live, and you
conclude that this means they are “denying your humanity.” (We’re not talking
about abuse here—just differences of beliefs.) This is Poe syndrome to a T:
you kill a friendship because another person doesn’t deserve your company.
It is completely self-defeating, because it leads to your own loneliness and
isolation.

The solution is, calling back to an earlier chapter, to substitute a chosen
virtue for the emotion that is causing harm, one that cultivates love and
focuses you on others. This is a virtue in shorter and shorter supply these
days: humility. Specifically, a kind that social scientists call epistemic
humility, or the recognition that someone else’s viewpoint might be useful or
interesting, or at least doesn’t mean you can’t love the person.

Obviously, this is hard—if it weren’t, one in six Americans wouldn’t have
cut off contact with friends and family over politics. But the happiness
reward is enormous. In one 2016 study, researchers created a humility score.



[31] They found that it was negatively associated with depression and anxiety,
and positively associated with happiness and life satisfaction. Furthermore,
they found that humility buffers the negative impact of stressful life events.
The reason is not something neuroscientifically complicated; humble people
just have more real friends, because they are more fun to be with.

As is almost always the case with social science, the data on humility and
happiness reinforce what philosophers have long taught. Around the turn of
the fifth century, Saint Augustine gave a student three pieces of life advice:
“The first part is humility; the second, humility; the third, humility: and this I
would continue to repeat as often as you might ask direction.”[32]

The humility to admit when we are wrong and to change our beliefs can
lead us to make more friends and get happier. But with our defenses arrayed
against this virtue, we need a battle plan to alter our way of thinking and
acting. Here are three strategies you might want to add to your arsenal.

First, admit quickly when you think you are wrong. People despise
entertaining the idea that they aren’t right, because they fear that doing so will
make them look stupid or incompetent. Thus, left to your limbic tendencies,
you will fight to the death for even your worst ideas. This tendency is itself
based on an error. In a 2015 study, researchers compared scientists’
reactions to being informed that their findings “don’t replicate”—that is, they
are probably not correct—a common problem in academia.[33] It would be no
surprise if scientists, like most people, got defensive when contradicted in
this way, or even doubled down on their original results. But the researchers
found that this sort of behavior was more harmful to the scientists’ reputation
than simply admitting they were wrong. The message for the rest of us is this:
if you might not be right, just be open to others’ views.

Second, welcome contradiction. One of the best ways to combat a
destructive tendency is to adopt an “opposite signal” strategy. For example,
when you are sad, often the last thing you want to do is see others, but this is
precisely what you should do. When your ideas are threatened and you feel
defensive, actively reject your instinct to defend yourself and become more
open instead. When someone says, “You are wrong,” respond with “Tell me
more.” Make friends who think differently than you and challenge your



assumptions—and whose assumptions you challenge. Think of this as
building your “team of rivals,” the phrase the historian Doris Kearns
Goodwin used to describe Abraham Lincoln’s cabinet, which, unlike
Kennedy’s, challenged him relentlessly.[34] If this sounds like torture, it is all
the more urgent that you try it.

Third, start small. Let’s suppose that you want the benefits of entertaining
a friend’s point of view. Getting started is hard, especially if the viewpoint is
something huge, like your religious beliefs or your political ideology. It’s
better to start with smaller ideas such as your fashion choices, or even your
sports allegiances. Reconsider the things you have long taken for granted, and
assess them as dispassionately as you can. Then, with these low stakes, open
up to others’ views.

The point is not to deal in trivialities. Research on goal setting clearly
shows that starting small teaches you how to change and break habits.[35]

Then you can scale this self-knowledge up to the bigger areas of your life in
which, even if you don’t change your views, you can appreciate others’.

If you master these techniques, there might be critics who say you are a
flip-flopper, or wishy-washy. To deal with this, take a lesson from the great
economist Paul Samuelson, the first American ever to win the Nobel Prize in
economics. In 1948, Samuelson published what might be the most celebrated
economics textbook of all time.[36] As the years went by and he updated the
book, he changed his estimate of the inflation level that was tolerable for the
health of the macroeconomy: First, he said 5 percent was acceptable; then, in
later editions, 3 percent and 2 percent, prompting the Associated Press to run
an article titled “Author Should Make Up His Mind.” In a television
interview after Samuelson was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1970, he gave his
answer to the charge: “When events change, I change my mind. What do you
do?”

We bet Samuelson had a lot of close friends.

Challenge 4
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We often fail to include our romantic partner on our list of friends. They feel
kind of like a different species, don’t they? Maybe you have had the
experience in your life of falling in love with someone but finding down the
road that you didn’t actually like that person very much. You probably had to
unwind a complicated relationship at that point, and maybe it was pretty
messy. And you probably puzzled over how could you feel such intense
passion for someone you found you didn’t even really like as a person.

Passionate love—the early feeling of falling in love—is one of the most
powerful and mysterious experiences any of us will face in life. If you feel
like your emotions have been hijacked, especially at the beginning, it’s
because they have been. Your brain looks strikingly like that of someone
addicted to drugs, with unusually high activity in brain regions for both
pleasure and pain, such as the ventral tegmental area, nucleus accumbens,
caudate, insula, dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, and the dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex.[37] Meanwhile, your brain has become a chemistry
experiment: Physical attraction to another person is indicated by spikes in the
sex hormones testosterone and estrogen. Your anticipation of being with your
partner and euphoria come from high dopamine and norepinephrine levels.
[38] Your uncomfortable infatuation involves a deficit of serotonin.[39] Your
attachment and jealousy involve boosts in oxytocin.[40]

Passionate love is you-centric. The neurochemical cocktail in your brain
is making you think about your feelings all day long, and about your partner
as he or she relates to you. So it’s no surprise that while exciting, it doesn’t
bring a lot of happiness.

Passionate love also doesn’t last, which people often find disappointing
and alarming. When passion recedes, people mistakenly interpret this as love
itself receding. Nothing could be further from the truth. The early flush of
romantic love must turn into something that is stable and lasting, which is one
of the greatest secrets to getting happier. The Harvard Study of Adult
Development, which is the longest-running study on individuals over the



course of their whole lives, shows that the most important predictor of late-
life happiness is stable relationships—especially a long romantic
partnership.[41] The healthiest and happiest people at age eighty tend to have
been most satisfied in their relationships at age fifty.

The key to successful romance isn’t trying to keep passion front and
center; it’s letting it evolve. This does not mean just sticking together legally:
research shows that being married accounts for only 2 percent of subjective
well-being later in life.[42] The important thing for well-being is relationship
satisfaction, and that depends on what social scientists call “companionate
love”—stable affection, mutual understanding, and commitment.[43]

Companionate love is a special category of friendship.
You might think companionate love sounds a little, well, dull. This is

because our popular culture and media tend to portray love and romance
unrealistically, leaning disproportionately on magical thinking like love at
first sight and living happily ever after.[44] Research on Disney’s animated
movies, for example, shows that the majority of them rely on exactly these
themes.[45] These films may, in turn, influence children’s and young adults’
views on romance. A 2002 study on 285 unmarried undergraduate students
(both women and men) found a strong correlation between the time they spent
watching television programs related to love and romance and how much
they expressed idealistic expectations about marriage.[46] A 2016 study found
that tween girls who had recently watched a movie depicting a love story
were more likely to “endorse idealistic romantic beliefs” than those who had
watched a non-romantic movie.[47]

Despite its popularity in stories and movies, love at first sight has little to
do with reality. Researchers have found that what people describe as “love
at first sight” has no connection to the real hallmarks of true love, including
intimacy and commitment.[48] Rather, it is either a phrase people use about
the past to romanticize their meeting (notwithstanding the way it actually
happened) or one that they use to describe exceptionally strong physical
attraction.

Idealistic but unrealistic beliefs can do a lot of damage to your
relationship. Take the idea of romantic destiny, or “soul mates”—the belief



that two people are deliberately brought together by unseen forces. Research
on hundreds of college students has shown that such expectations are
correlated with dysfunctional patterns in relationships, such as the
assumption that partners will understand and predict each other’s wishes and
desires with little effort or communication because they’re a cosmically
perfect match.[49] In other words, a belief in destiny leads to a belief in mind
reading.

Companionate love is the right goal—to be the closest of friends, who are
also still in love. Passionate love in the early stages is exciting precisely
because the other person is a bit of a stranger. Thus, deep friendship is
impossible. The goal is to keep attraction alive while getting to know each
other intimately.

This intimate friendship means sharing full personhood with each other—
to go from “me” to “we.” There can obviously be disagreements, anger, and
bitterness—even unhappiness. The objective is not to avoid this, but to learn
and grow through problems. It is to see them as shared challenges to manage
jointly. The goal is not to avoid fights; it is to grow closer with a
collaborative conflict style (where you work together to find solutions).

Based on the research, there are five ways to develop the deep friendship
of companionate love that lasts. First, lighten up. Passionate love tends to be
heavy—it is usually serious and unfunny. Good companionate love, which
leads to rising happiness, is much lighter, because best friends bring out the
lighter side in each other. They gently joke with each other and have fun
together. Goof around together, like you do with any close friend.

Second, make the companionate love more about the two of you, and less
about each individual. You shouldn’t be afraid of arguing, but you have to do
it right. Researchers studying couples’ arguments have found that those who
use “we words” when they fight are apt to have less cardiovascular arousal,
fewer negative emotions, and higher marital satisfaction than those who use
“me/you words.”[50] You might have to work on this, especially if you have
built up bad habits over many years. Instead of saying “You don’t try to
understand my feelings,” try “I think we should try to understand each other’s
feelings.” Make we your default pronoun when talking with others. If you like



staying out late but your partner hates it, say “We prefer not to stay out so
late” when you turn down a ten p.m. dinner for your partner’s sake.

Third, put your money on your team. Many couples act individualistically
when it comes to their money—keeping separate bank accounts, for example.
They usually think they are avoiding conflict, and perhaps they are, but they
are also avoiding an opportunity to think and act as a team of friends. Indeed,
scholars have demonstrated that couples who pool all their money tend to be
happier and more likely to stay together.[51] This might be harder for partners
with different spending habits, but research has shown that people tend to
spend more prudently when they pool their resources.[52]

Fourth, treat your arguments like exercise. Something every inveterate
gym-goer will tell you is that if you want to make fitness a long-term habit,
you can’t view working out as punishment. It will be painful, sure, but you
shouldn’t be unhappy about doing it regularly, because it makes you stronger.
For collaborative couples, conflict can be seen in the same way: it’s not fun
in the moment, but it is an opportunity to solve inevitable problems
collaboratively, which strengthens the relationship.[53] One way to do this is
to schedule time to work through an issue, rather than treating it like an
emotional emergency. Look at a disagreement as something we need to find
time to fix, instead of as me being attacked by you, which is a disturbing
emergency.[54]

Finally, make your companionate love exclusive. Romantic love makes
most people happiest when it’s one-to-one, emotionally and sexually. This
isn’t popular with some people today, but this life advice is based on
evidence, not morality. In 2004, a large survey of American adults found that
“the happiness-maximizing number of sexual partners in the previous year is
calculated to be 1.”[55]

One last point: While companionate romantic love is best when it is
exclusive, friendship per se should not be. In 2007, researchers found that
married adults who said they had at least two close friends—meaning at least
one besides their spouse—had higher levels of life satisfaction and self-
esteem and lower levels of depression than spouses who did not have close



friends outside their marriage.[56] In other words, long-term companionate
love might be necessary, but it isn’t sufficient for happiness.

Challenge 5
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In 1995, Rena Rudavsky and her family were selected to participate in a
novel psychology experiment. Researchers at Carnegie Mellon University
would install a computer in their dining room and connect it to the internet.
At the time, only 9 percent of Americans used the internet (in 2020, nearly 91
percent did).[57] Rena, then a middle schooler, recalled sitting in front of the
computer day after day, participating in chat rooms and surfing the internet.
When she finished, another family member would take a turn.

Strangely, this experiment didn’t spark much discussion in her household.
“We did little conversing in the dining room when the computer was on,”
Rena told us. Furthermore, “none of us shared our private internet
experiences with others in our family.”

Rena’s experience was typical, as the researchers showed when they
published the now-famous “HomeNet” study in 1998.[58] “Greater use of the
internet was associated with declines in participants’ communication with
family members in the household” and “declines in the size of their social
circle,” the researchers wrote. More ominously, it led to “increases in [the
participants’] depression and loneliness.” Rena says her experience bore out
these findings.

HomeNet could be (and has been) interpreted as an indictment of the
internet, or screens, or modern communications technology in general. In
truth, it illustrates a much simpler truth about love and happiness: technology
that crowds out our real-life interaction with others will lower our well-
being and thus must be managed with great care in our lives. In order to reap



their full benefits, we should use digital tools in ways that enhance our in-
person relationships with family and friends.

The coronavirus pandemic prompted a lot of new research on social
connection. Anytime the circumstances of social life suddenly change,
researchers rush in with our clipboards in hand, asking annoying questions.
One of the most common areas of inquiry over the past few years was how
the sudden mass shift to digital communication—away from face-to-face—
affected overall social connectedness. In one study, researchers surveyed
nearly three thousand adults during the pandemic’s early months and found
that email, social media, online gaming, and texting were inadequate
substitutes for in-person interactions.[59] Voice and video calls were
somewhat better (although later research also questioned the value of those
technologies).[60]

The way solitary diversions such as scrolling or surfing reduce social
connection is clear: you do them instead of interacting. Virtual
communications such as texting are by design interactive and should
theoretically be less harmful; the problem is that with these technologies, we
lose dimensionality. Text messages can’t convey emotion well, because we
can’t hear or see our interlocutors; the same goes for DMs on social media.
(More often, social media is used not to communicate with one individual but
to broadcast to a larger audience.) These technologies are to in-person
interactions what a black-and-white, pixelated version of the Mona Lisa is to
the real thing: identifiable, but incapable of producing the same emotional
effects.

With low-dimensionality communications, we tend to hop from person to
person and thus swap depth for breadth. That’s why face-to-face
conversations tend to be more expansive than those conducted over text.
Research has shown that deeper conversations bring more well-being than
short communications.[61] Meanwhile, in a recent longitudinal study, teens
who texted more often than their peers tended to experience more depression,
more anxiety, more aggression, and poorer relationships with their parents.
[62]



It might seem strange that, even outside the circumstances imposed by the
pandemic, we would voluntarily adopt technologies that hurt our happiness.
There are two major explanations: convenience and presumed courtesy.
Vegetating in front of a screen (which nine in ten American teenagers say they
do to “pass time”) is simply easier than talking with a friend, and virtual
communications such as texting are faster and easier than a visit or a phone
call.[63] Think of these technologies as grab-and-go food at a convenience
store: it’s not great, but it sure is easy—and after you eat enough microwave
burritos, you forget what the real thing tastes like.

Rena’s formative childhood experiment made her think deeply about the
internet’s effects and has had a lifelong impact on her use of technology. She
had a Facebook account in college but deleted it after graduating, and she’s
never gone back. She avoids other social media networks, and her children
have no internet presence. Her work today—which includes, by the way,
serving as a research assistant for this book—has a virtual element, but she
prefers to go to the office when possible.

By today’s standards, her life might sound old-fashioned. Her daughter
knocks on neighbors’ doors to visit. The family sits on their stoop after
dinner, chatting among themselves and with passersby. She writes and sends
letters. When she does use technology, it’s as a complement to her
friendships, not a substitute for them; she maintains a parent text group, for
example, but only to set up in-person activities.

For most of us, especially people who grew up with it, the internet is an
unquestioned part of the ecosystem of life, seeping into every crack and
crevice independent of any conscious decision on our part. We’re not going
back to life before this kind of technology, of course. We can and should,
however, use it mindfully in service of love and friendship. Here are two
ways to do so.

First, choose interaction over vegetation. There is nothing revolutionary
about this rule—forty-five years ago, kids were told by their parents to go
outside with their friends instead of watching television. The difference now,
besides the fact that the television didn’t fit in my pocket, is empirical
evidence: today, we know that, in excess, solitary and screen-based



diversion lowers happiness and can lead to mood disorders such as
depression and anxiety.[64]

To knock you out of suboptimal habits, make use of device options that
inform you of the time you are spending on social media and the internet, and
limit yourself to an hour a day or less. Another popular approach, which has
not yet been tested in academic research, is turning your devices from color
to grayscale.[65]

Second, create a communication hierarchy. It’s unreasonable to expect
anyone to stop texting, but you can turn to it less if you have an “order of
operations” in place for talking with your friends and loved ones. When
possible, make an effort to meet in person—especially with your intimates. A
2021 study revealed that the more face-to-face communication people had
with others, the more understood they felt and the more satisfied they were
with their relationship.[66] When meeting up is impossible, use face-to-face
technology or the phone. Text or use similar technology for only impersonal
or urgent matters.
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Friendship is incorrectly seen by many people as something that just occurs
naturally, without conscious effort or work. This is false; like everything else
important, friendship requires attention and work. It must be built on purpose.
The big challenges we have covered in this chapter can become
opportunities by remembering five lessons.

1. Don’t let an introverted personality or a fear of rejection block your
ability to make friends, and don’t let extroversion prevent you from
going deep.

2. Friendship is ruined when we look for people who are useful to us for
reasons other than friendship itself. Build links that are based on love



and enjoyment of another’s company, not what she or he can do for you
professionally or socially.

3. Too many deep friendships today are spoiled by differences of
opinion. Love for others can be enhanced, not harmed, by differences,
if we elect to show humility instead of pride—and the happiness
benefits are enormous.

4. The goal for long-term romance is a special kind of friendship, not
undying passion. Companionate love is based on trust and mutual
affection, and is what old people who still love each other talk about.

5. Real friendship requires real contact. Technology can complement your
deepest relationships, but it is a terrible substitute. Look for more ways
to be together in person with the people you love the most.

The first two pillars on which to build a happier life—family and
friendship—require a lot of time and commitment. For many people,
however, a lot more time is spent doing something else: working. If you work
forty hours a week and commute on top of that, this might be the single most
time-consuming activity in your life. With this kind of investment, even if it is
less important to you than your family and friend relationships, happiness
will be hard to increase if work is a source of misery.

But “not being a source of misery” is hardly the kind of goal we should
shoot for—we can and should do much better. Work should bring happiness
benefits beyond just giving us the resources we need to survive and support
our families. And that is our next topic: making earning our daily bread a
source of joy.
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Seven

Work That Is Love Made Visible

he third pillar for building a happier life is meaningful work. Hundreds
of studies have shown that job satisfaction and life satisfaction are

positively related, and causal: liking your job causes you to be happier all
around.[1] Engaging in work with your whole heart is one of the best ways to
enjoy your days, get satisfaction from your accomplishments, and see
meaning in your efforts. Work, at its best, is “love made visible,” in the
elegant words of the Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran.[2]

That’s the good news. It’s also the bad news. When your work is
drudgery, it is bereft of love, and can make life a task. There’s no joy in
dragging yourself out of bed in the morning to go to a job you hate—where
you feel helpless, bored, or unappreciated. Some jobs really are objectively
miserable. And striving simply to squeeze by financially is stressful under
the best of circumstances. But for most people, when they learn that getting
happier starts within, they can make work less stressful, more joyful, and a
source of personal growth.

It would be convenient if we could tell you exactly what the right job is to
do that, and how to get it. But work that raises your happiness does not mean
finding a specific job with a lot of prestige or income (although we all have
to make enough money to get by). You can love or hate being a lawyer, an
electrician, a homemaker, or a full-time volunteer. Researchers who have
looked for clear relationships between job satisfaction and the actual type of
job one holds have overwhelmingly struck out. In a 2018 survey, the



“happiest jobs” had nothing in common: teaching assistant, quality-assurance
analyst, net developer, and marketing specialist.[3] The unhappiest jobs are
similarly grab-baggy, and fairly unrelated to education and income:
accountant, security guard, cashier, and supervisor.

Consider the following two cases that illustrate that happiness depends on
you, not your specific job.

Stephanie’s dream since college was to lead the top company in her
industry as CEO. She worked and strove, and in her midforties, she made it
to the corner office. And when she made it, she succeeded spectacularly in
the job. She took her company to new heights financially and was popular
internally. She got positive press for her leadership, and she made good
money.

“I got the brass ring,” she said, “and I’m proud of that.” But there were
sacrifices. “I missed a lot of my kids’ childhood,” she admitted. “And it hurt
my marriage a lot to be gone so much of the time.” She also conceded that
while she knew a huge number of people and had hundreds of friends, none
of them were real friends—mostly just clients and colleagues.

After more than a decade of bone-crushing work and top performance,
Stephanie was exhausted. Her board and employees would have gladly seen
her stay many more years—after all, things were going great for the company
—but being honest with herself, she had to conclude that her life simply
wasn’t passing the cost-benefit test for happiness. There were nice times, but
they were smothered in stress. And she felt profoundly alone.

Even the legacy Stephanie thought she was building was an illusion. She
went back to visit her company a few months after resigning, walking into an
opulent headquarters erected during her tenure, and it was as if she had been
erased. There was no bad blood, just . . . forward motion. The new CEO was
traveling the same routes she had, meeting the same clients, doing the same
deals. Her old colleagues were cordial and friendly, but almost no one was
especially interested in what she was up to now. “Why would they be?” she
asked rhetorically. Today, she is retired from executive work at fifty-nine,
congratulated by all for her “success,” but still looking for something to help
make her feel fully alive.



Now consider Alex. His dreams were more modest than Stephanie’s. He
was raised in a middle-class family with middle-class expectations: he
would get decent grades, go to a state university, and start a career that
offered security—a plausible and rational formula to live a good life. For
some reason, that formula never fit Alex, though. He was a solid B student in
high school but was never sparked by any of his classes. He went right to
college, where he studied accounting, but for him, that was sheer drudgery.

After college, Alex landed a job in the accounting office of a
manufacturing company in his hometown. He worked there for a year and
then moved to another job that paid slightly more. Over the next two decades
he traded up every few years, and by his midforties was making a decent (but
not spectacular) living. The bright spot in his life was his family and friends.
He was happily married, had three kids, and had close friends from high
school whom he saw most weekends. He also loved cars and enjoyed
keeping his in immaculate condition.

Alex says that during this period, he figured that everyone disliked work
and did it only out of sheer necessity. Every day at the office was a grueling
marathon for him. The paperwork bored him, and he couldn’t stand looking
out his office window at the parking lot. He was grateful for a steady job that
allowed him to help support his family, but he spent every day watching the
clock move in slow motion toward five p.m., when he could go home.

One day, at age forty-five, Alex was complaining after dinner to his wife
for the millionth time about his job. Half listening, she asked him, “Is there
anything that you do every day that you actually enjoy?” He thought about it,
and could come up with only two amusingly mundane activities: “I like
driving to work, and I like talking to people on my breaks.”

“So why don’t you quit and become an Uber driver?” she joked. Boom.
What was meant as a joke was like Alex’s road-to-Damascus moment. He
did it, and has been driving for a living for the past five years.

“I actually work more hours and make slightly less money than I did,” he
said. “But I look forward to work. I meet new and interesting people and get
to drive all day.” He said he comes home in a good mood and never worries



about work problems. All that makes him a better husband and father. “I am
twice as happy as I used to be,” he reported.

These are both true stories, not made-up examples. Only the names and a
few details have been changed to protect the anonymity of the subjects.

Don’t misunderstand: There is nothing in these two stories to suggest that
either Stephanie or Alex got a bad deal in life or made irrational choices.
Nor is it the case that making it to CEO or driving for a living inherently
brings more happiness or unhappiness than the other. Maybe running a
company would be a blast for you, and driving others around would be awful
—or vice versa. The fanciest job can be a disappointment or a triumph, and
an “ordinary” job with moderate pay can be delightful or terrible. The
decision to stay home to raise your kids, if you can afford it, can be
wonderful—or not. Retirement can raise your happiness or lower it.

To build a career that makes you happier means understanding yourself. It
means being the boss of your own life, even if you aren’t technically the boss
at work. Doing so means managing four big challenges—which Alex
overcame, leading to much greater happiness, but Stephanie didn’t.

Challenge 1
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You might be a person who absolutely loves her or his work, has a
completely healthy work-life balance, and can’t think of anything that could
make this part of life better. Wait . . . you’re not?

In truth, most people are more or less OK with their jobs, but don’t see
them as an enormous source of satisfaction. They don’t know how to make
things a lot better, though, and thus leave this part of life “good enough.” In
2022, for example, just 16 percent of employees were “very satisfied” with
their work.[4] Thirty-seven percent were “somewhat satisfied.” Everyone



else said they were “somewhat dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied,” or said,
“I am just glad to have a job.” How would you answer?

The way to make this better, like Alex did, is to start by clarifying your
goals. If your answer to the preceding question was “I am just glad to have a
job,” you might be motivated by trying to avoid unemployment, the threat of
which is one of the biggest sources of unhappiness people can face.
American adults who reported that they were “very” or “fairly” likely to lose
their job in 2018 were more than three times as likely to say they were “not
too happy” with their life as people who felt they were “not likely” to be let
go.[5] In 2014, economists found that a one-percentage-point increase in
unemployment lowers national well-being by more than five times as much
as a one-point increase in the inflation rate.[6]

If you aren’t in real danger of unemployment, you can set your sights
higher. As social scientists would note, while pay and benefits are
necessary, they aren’t sufficient. Pay and benefits are like eating and
sleeping are for your health. You absolutely need them, and if you mess
around with them too much, bad things will happen, but if you make these
things your only focus, you will wind up unhealthy and unhappy.

Your pay and benefits are what are called extrinsic rewards. These come
from the outside. If you are someone who has a high-power, high-prestige
job, that would also fall into this category. Meanwhile, your job also has
intrinsic rewards, which come from inside you—the inherent fulfillment and
enjoyment you get when you do your work. You need extrinsic rewards to get
by, but you need intrinsic rewards to get happier.

In a classic 1973 study on extrinsic and intrinsic rewards, researchers at
Stanford and the University of Michigan allowed a group of kids to choose
their preferred play activities—for example, drawing with markers—which
they happily did for fun (intrinsic rewards).[7] The kids were later rewarded
for that activity with a certificate featuring a gold seal and a ribbon (extrinsic
rewards). The researchers found that after they had been given the certificate,
the children became only about half as likely to want to draw as when they
weren’t offered one. Over the following decades, many studies have shown



the same pattern for a wide variety of activities, across many demographic
groups.[8]

We humans have a funny tendency to value what we are doing in terms of
what people are giving us to do it. If someone pays us, it must be onerous—
otherwise they wouldn’t need to. That’s why the satisfaction in the
experiments falls when the scientists introduce compensation. This is
obviously not to say that we should all work for free; rather, it is simply to
point out that for happiness, our goals shouldn’t be just to maximize extrinsic
rewards. We should also consciously keep intrinsic goals front and center.

So how do we set goals to achieve intrinsic rewards at work while we
make a living? One answer might be to try and find a job that follows the
advice of commencement speakers, who always seem to say, “Find a job you
love and you’ll never work a day in your life.” This sounds like the right
intrinsic reward is to have a job that is a total blast every day.

We’ve never seen that job in real life. Furthermore, you might be a little
suspicious of that advice, given that it always seems to come from
unbelievably successful people, who, if you look into their backgrounds,
absolutely killed themselves early in their careers, often paying an enormous
personal price in their relationships to get to the top. They certainly didn’t
take their own advice.

Obviously, you shouldn’t sign up for something you hate, but the right
intrinsic reward isn’t “super fun every day.” Looking for that will put you on
another El Dorado quest for something that doesn’t exist, and lead to
frustration. Rather than relentlessly pursuing a “perfect match” career, a
better approach is to remain flexible on the exact job, while searching for
two big things.

The first is earned success. You can think of it as the opposite of learned
helplessness, a term coined by the psychologist Martin Seligman to denote
the resignation that people experience when they repeatedly endure
unpleasant situations beyond their control.[9] Earned success instead gives
you a sense of accomplishment and professional efficacy (the idea that you
are effective in your job, which pushes up commitment to your occupation,
which is also a good measure of job satisfaction).[10]



The best way to enjoy earned success is to find ways to get better at your
job, whether that leads to promotions and higher pay or not. Obviously,
having work where extrinsic rewards follow is great. Employers who give
clear guidance and feedback, reward merit, and encourage their employees to
develop new skills are the best employers. Even if you aren’t in a job with
that kind of extrinsic reward, set excellence goals for yourself, such as “I
will make each of my customers feel special today.”

And this leads to the second, related intrinsic goal, which is service to
others—the sense that your job is making the world a better place. That
doesn’t mean you need to volunteer or work for a charity to be happy
(research has shown that nonprofit work is not more inherently satisfying than
working for a for-profit or for the government).[11] On the contrary, you can
find service in almost any job.

One young man made this point perfectly, in an op-ed he wrote to explain
why, despite holding an MBA, he had chosen to become a waiter in a
restaurant in Barcelona.[12] As he put it, his customers “are all important and
equal. They are the same at the table and must be the same in the eyes of the
waiter. . . . It’s great to be able to serve the politician on the front page of the
newspaper just as well as the kid browsing the news while waiting for his
girlfriend.” This young man needed extrinsic rewards to make a living, but he
didn’t choose to maximize them to the exclusion of his intrinsic rewards.

Earned success and service to others are easier in some jobs than in
others. If, for example, you are in a profession you think is hurting others,
service will be hard to achieve. That’s why a good rule of thumb is to look
for a fundamental match between an employer’s values and your own. When
people believe in the mission of their employer, they have a lot of intrinsic
motivation for their work.[13] This is especially true when the values have
special moral, philosophical, or spiritual significance, and it holds even
when a job is exhausting and hard. For example, a 2012 study on nurses
found that the happiest ones believed their work was “a divine profession
and a tool by which they could gain spiritual pleasure and satisfaction.”[14]

We know perfectly well that these goals aren’t always easy, and even in
the best cases, they can be very elusive on certain days. Even if you find the



employer you believe in, that rewards your merit, and where you are serving
people all day, you will come home from work some days unfulfilled and
frustrated. Think of it like being in a sailboat. You know the wind will blow
you off course pretty regularly, but if you have the right coordinates, you will
always be able to reorient yourself.

Challenge 2
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Relying on extrinsic rewards lowers satisfaction. It can even lock you into
the wrong career trajectory for decades to come. This is because it makes
you pursue a career path that is wrong for you.

Whether you make a lot of money or just a little, the world tells you that
there is really just one responsible type of career path: you select a career,
you find a job, and you change jobs only when something better in your field
comes along. Let’s say you come out of high school and take a job as a
receptionist at a law firm. You don’t just walk away when it’s boring or
stressful; you stay with it until someone hires you away with a better job. It’s
the same system whether you are a college professor or a talk show host. You
stay with one job until something fancier that pays better comes along. This is
what psychologists call the “linear” career model.[15]

It makes a lot of sense for some people, but it is a huge problem for
others. Maybe you have a lot of different interests that you would like to
pursue, and you think going back to school for a new career would be
interesting and fun. Or you highly value a lifestyle where you’re good at what
you do, but you do not want to work long hours, even if that means not
advancing in your career. A linear path doesn’t allow for these preferences.
Maybe you are a highly educated woman with a great job, but you want to



stay home when your kids are born. The linear career says, “Sorry, you can’t
do that.”

Fortunately, there are three other career models. “Steady-state” careers
are those that are associated with one job over decades, where one doesn’t
advance much but increases in expertise. This is common for people who
value job security a lot but don’t want to bust their hump every day to get
ahead. This was much more common in the past than it is today. However, it
might be right for you if you really love stability and want a job that, while it
doesn’t make you rich, is financially secure and allows you to spend your life
on things you care a lot about outside work.

Another model is the “transitory” career, which jumps around all over the
place. From the outside it looks chaotic: You were waiting tables in Denver,
and now you are working for a moving company in Tucson. In a few years
you might be driving a long-haul truck out of Seattle. This isn’t chaos,
however; it is the profile of someone who loves trying new things, and who
moves around based on non-job criteria, such as lifestyle, location, or social
life.

“Spiral” careers are the last category. This is like a series of smaller
careers. People in this model might make a pretty dramatic career shift every
decade or so, but there is a method to the madness. They are using their skills
and knowledge in one field and applying it to another, while getting a variety
of experiences for their own fulfillment. So, for example, you might work out
of college for a decade doing something connected to what you studied.
Then, you might decrease your pay by using your skills in another field. Or
you might start your own business. Or maybe you take ten years away from
the workforce to raise your children, and return to something completely
different.

So, you might be asking, which is the right path for you? In your heart, you
probably know already. One of the models we just described made you feel
excited and maybe a little scared. Another deadened you inside. And in
general, this is the way to know how to proceed along the professional path
of your life. Always follow the signals that you yourself are producing
internally—and that may be uncomfortable. When you are thinking about a



professional opportunity, take some quiet time over a few days or weeks to
imagine the job or career in detail. Then, discern how it makes you feel.
Does this opportunity excite you, frighten you, or deaden you?

Say, for example, you are offered a job in the management of your
company. You enjoy your current job and like your colleagues, and worry that
a big promotion will make you enjoy your work less and hurt your work-life
balance. But it is a great opportunity, and significantly more money. Almost
everyone is encouraging you to take it. If it excites you a lot and frightens you
a little, this is a signal to move forward. If it simply frightens you, you need a
lot more information. If it deadens you when you imagine doing the new job,
the answer is clear: turn it down.

Challenge 3
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If you have figured out the right objectives and found your professional path,
congratulations—but you aren’t yet in the clear in building this part of your
life. In fact, there are a number of hazards you need to be aware of that
specifically afflict hardworking people of high ambition. The first is the
tendency toward workaholism, which people engage in to distract themselves
from pain in their lives. This leaves the root problems unaddressed, and even
makes them worse by harming family relationships.

Consider the case of Winston Churchill, the statesman, soldier, and writer.
He was one of the first world leaders to sound the alarm about the Nazi
menace in the 1930s, and then he captivated the global imagination as a
leader against the Axis powers in World War II. While prime minister of the
United Kingdom during the war, he kept a crushing schedule, often spending
eighteen hours a day at work. On top of this, he wrote book after book while



in office. By the end of his life, he had finished forty-three, filling seventy-
two volumes.[16]

You probably admire Churchill, and for good reason, but you shouldn’t
envy him. He suffered from crippling depression, which he called his “black
dog” and which visited him again and again. He once told his doctor, “I don’t
like to stand by the side of a ship and look down into the water. A second’s
action would end everything.”[17]

It seems almost unbelievable that Churchill could be so productive while
in such a dark place. Some say his depression was bipolar, and windows of
mania allowed him to work as much as he did. A few of his biographers
explain it differently: Churchill’s workaholism wasn’t in spite of his
suffering, but in part because of it.[18] He distracted himself from his
problems with work. Lest you think this far-fetched, researchers today find
that workaholism is a common addiction in response to emotional distress.
And like so many addictions, it worsens the situation it’s meant to alleviate.

In 2018, researchers analyzed a decade’s worth of data and found that 24
percent of people with an anxiety disorder and nearly 22 percent of people
with a mood disorder (such as major depression or bipolar disorder) self-
medicate using alcohol or drugs.[19] Self-medicators were far more likely to
develop substance dependence. For example, epidemiological data revealed
that people who self-medicated for anxiety using alcohol were more than six
times as likely to develop persistent alcohol dependence as those who didn’t
self-medicate.[20]

There is compelling evidence that some people treat their emotional
problems with work as well. This can lead to its own kind of addiction.
Many studies have shown a strong association between workaholism and the
symptoms of psychiatric disorders, such as anxiety and depression, and it has
been common to assume that compulsive work leads to these maladies.[21]

But some psychologists have recently argued reverse causation—that people
may treat their depression and anxiety with workaholic behavior.[22] As the
authors of one widely reported 2016 study wrote, “Workaholism (in some
instances) develops as an attempt to reduce uncomfortable feelings of anxiety
and depression.”[23]



This might explain why so many people increased their work hours during
the COVID pandemic.[24] For many months during the initial shutdowns,
people faced boredom, loneliness, and anxiety; by late May 2020, the US
Centers for Disease Control data showed that nearly a quarter of American
adults had reported symptoms of depression.[25] (In 2019, that figure was 6.5
percent.) Perhaps a portion of workers self-treated by doubling down on
their jobs in order to feel busy and productive.

People who struggle with workaholism can easily deny that it’s a
problem, and thus miss the underlying issues they are self-treating. How can
work be bad? As the Stanford psychiatrist Anna Lembke, the author of
Dopamine Nation: Finding Balance in the Age of Indulgence, put it, “Even
previously healthy and adaptive behaviors—behaviors that I think we
broadly as a culture would think of as healthy, advantageous behaviors—now
have become drugified such that they are made more potent, more accessible,
more novel, more ubiquitous.”[26] If you are sneaking into the bathroom at
home to check your work email on your iPhone, she’s talking about you.

What’s more, when it comes to work, people reward you for addictive
behavior. No one says, “Wow, an entire bottle of gin in one night? You are an
outstanding drinker.” But work sixteen hours a day and you’ll probably get a
promotion.

Despite the extolled virtues of maximum work, the costs will almost
certainly outrun the benefits, as they usually do in self-medicating addictions.
The burnout, depression, job stress, and work-life conflict will get worse,
not better.[27] And as Lembke also noted, workaholism can lead to secondary
addictions, such as to drugs, alcohol, or pornography, which people use to
self-medicate for the problems caused by the primary addiction, often with
catastrophic personal consequences.

There are solutions to work addiction, according to Harvard professor
Ashley Whillans.[28] She recommends three practices, starting with a “time
audit.” For a few days, keep a careful log of your major activities—work,
leisure, running errands—as well as how long you spent on each one and
how you felt. Note the activities that bring you the most positive mood and
meaning. This will give you two pieces of information: how much you are



working (to make denial impossible), and what you like to do when you
aren’t working (to make recovery more attractive).

Next, Professor Whillans recommends scheduling your downtime.
Workaholics tend to marginalize nonwork activities as “nice to have,” and
thus crowd them out with work. This is how the fourteenth hour of work,
which is rarely productive, displaces an hour you might have spent with your
children. Block off time in your day for nonwork activities, just as you do for
meetings.

Finally, program your leisure. Don’t leave those downtime slots too
loose. Unstructured time is an invitation to turn back to work, or to passive
activities that aren’t great for well-being, such as scrolling social media or
watching television. You probably have a to-do list that is organized in
priority order. Do the same with your leisure, planning active pastimes you
value. If you enjoy calling your friend, don’t leave it for when you happen to
have time—schedule it and stick to the plan. Treat your walks, prayer time,
and gym sessions as if they were meetings with the president.

Dealing with a work addiction can make a real difference in our lives. It
opens up time for family and friends. It allows nonwork pastimes that are not
useful, just fun. It enables us to take better care of ourselves, for example, by
exercising. All of these things have been shown to raise happiness or lower
unhappiness.

Addressing workaholism still leaves the underlying issue that working so
hard was meant to treat. Perhaps you, too, are visited by Churchill’s black
dog. Or maybe your dog is a different color: a troubled marriage; a chronic
sense of inadequacy; maybe even ADHD or obsessive-compulsive disorder,
which have been linked to overwork.[29] Ceasing to use work to distract
yourself from that is an opportunity to face your troubles, perhaps with help,
and thus solve the problem that got you hooked on excessive work in the first
place.

Facing the dog might seem scarier than simply turning to the old
dogcatchers: your boss, your colleagues, your career. Unlike Churchill, you
might just find a way to get rid of that mutt for good.



Challenge 4
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If you are on a linear, steady-state, transitory, or spiral career path, the odds
are that you care a lot about your work. When people ask you what you do,
you enthusiastically tell them about your profession. In many ways, your job
is a huge part of your identity. This tends to be particularly true for people
interested in self-improvement.

There’s nothing wrong with identifying strongly with your profession and
being proud of your work. Professional excellence is a great virtue, and we
have sought mightily to be excellent in what we do for a living, too. But
there’s a danger lurking here. It is all too easy to lose your true self to a
representation of yourself that is your job title or duties. You aren’t Mary,
mother of three, or John, devoted husband; first and foremost you are Mary,
regional manager, or John, senior teacher. This is what is called self-
objectification.

Objectification of other people is obviously problematic. Research shows
that when people are reduced by others to, for example, physical attributes
through objectifying stares or harassment, it can lower self-confidence and
ability in tasks.[30] The philosopher Immanuel Kant referred to this as
becoming “an Object of appetite for another,” at which point “all motives of
moral relationship cease to function.”[31]

Physical objectification is just one type. Objectification at work is
another, and an especially dangerous one. In 2021, researchers measured
workplace objectification. They found that it led to burnout, unhappiness
with one’s job, and depression.[32] This can happen if a boss treats her
employees like nothing more than disposable labor, or even if employees see
their boss as nothing more than a provider of money.

So it’s pretty easy to see why we shouldn’t objectify others. Less obvious
but equally damaging is when the objectifier and the person being objectified
are one and the same—when you objectify yourself. Humans are capable of



objectifying themselves in many ways—by assessing their self-worth in
terms of their physical appearance, economic position, or political views,
for example—but all of them boil down to one damaging core act: reducing
your own humanity to a single characteristic, thus encouraging others to do so
as well. In the case of work, that might mean deciding on your own self-
worth based on your pay or prestige.

Just as social media encourages us to self-objectify physically, our work
culture pushes us to self-objectify professionally. Americans tend to admire
people who are busy and ambitious, so letting work take over virtually every
moment of your life is easy. We know many people who talk of almost
nothing besides their work, who are saying, essentially, “I am my job.” This
may feel more humanizing and empowering than saying, “I am my boss’s
tool,” but that reasoning has a fatal flaw: In theory, you can ditch your boss
and get a new job. You can’t ditch you. Remember: You are your own CEO.

Self-objectification at work is a tyranny. We become a terrible boss to
ourselves, with little mercy or love. Days off provoke guilt and a sense of
laziness, which is a way we condemn and belittle ourselves. To the question
“Am I successful enough yet?” the answer is always “No—work harder!”
And then, when the end inevitably comes, when professional decline sets in
or we have a setback to our careers, we are left bereft and desiccated.

Are you a self-objectifier in your job or career? If you answered
affirmatively, recognize that you will never be satisfied as long as you
objectify yourself. Your career or job should be an extension of you, not vice
versa. Two practices can help as you reassess your priorities.

First, put some space between your job and your life. Maybe you have
been in an unhealthy relationship or two in your life but only recognized this
when you had a break from it, whether voluntary or involuntary. Indeed, this
human tendency probably contributes to the fact that most trial separations
lead to divorce, especially when they last more than a year.[33] Space
provides perspective.

Use this principle in your professional life. To begin with, the main goal
of your vacation should be to get a break from work and spend time with
people you love. As obvious as this may sound, that means taking your



vacation, and not working during it at all. Your employer should thank you
for doing so, because people are better workers when they are refreshed.

Related to this is the ancient idea of Sabbath-keeping, or taking regular
time away from work each week. In religious traditions, rest isn’t just nice to
have; it is central to understanding God and ourselves. “For in six days the
Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the
seventh day,” the book of Exodus instructs. “Therefore the Lord blessed the
Sabbath day and made it holy.” If God rests from work, maybe you should,
too.

Such a practice doesn’t have to be religious, and it can be done in a lot of
ways besides simply avoiding all work on Saturday or Sunday.[34] For
example, you can take a small Sabbath each evening by avoiding work and
dedicating all your activity to relationships and leisure. (That means no
checking your work email.)

Make some friends who don’t see you as a professional object. Many
professional self-objectifiers seek out others who admire them solely for
their work accomplishments. This is quite natural, but it can easily become a
barrier to the formation of real friendships, which we all need. By self-
objectifying in your friendships, you can make it easier for your friends to
objectify you.

This is why having friends outside your professional circles is so
important. Striking up friendships with people who don’t have any
connection to your professional life encourages you to develop nonwork
interests and virtues, and thus be a fuller person. The way to do this goes
hand in hand with recommendation number one: Don’t just spend time away
from work; spend it with people who have no connection to your work. (If
your job is taking care of your family, this principle still applies. You need to
have relationships with people who see you as more than a provider and
caretaker.)

Maybe challenging your self-objectification makes you feel uneasy. The
reason is simple: we all want to stand out in some way, and working harder
than others and being better at our jobs seems a straightforward way to do so.
This is a normal human drive, but it can nonetheless lead to destructive ends.



[35] Many successful people confess that they would rather be special than
happy.[36]

The great irony is that by trying to be special, we end up reducing
ourselves to a single quality and turning ourselves into cogs in a machine of
our own making. In the famous Greek myth, Narcissus fell in love not with
himself, but with the image of himself. And so it is when we professionally
self-objectify: we learn to love the image of our successful selves, not
ourselves as we truly are in life.

Don’t make this mistake. You are not your job, and we are not ours. Take
your eyes off the distorted reflection, and have the courage to experience
your full life and true self.
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When it comes to building the life you want, you need to get the work part of
your life right. Think about it: probably a third of your life will be spent
working—whether that is formal employment, taking care of your family, or
some other arrangement.

As you examine your vocation and contemplate changes, keep in mind the
four challenges in this chapter, and the lessons that help you turn them into
great opportunities to grow in happiness.

1. Seek intrinsic rewards from your work. The right goals to get the
greatest satisfaction from work are not money and power, but rather,
earned success and service to others. Seek these and you will build a
work life that consistently brings joy to you and others.

2. There is not just one path to career success and happiness. Figure out if
you are linear, steady state, transitory, or spiral. Then pursue that path
by paying attention to your internal signals.



3. Work addiction is no joke for many millions of Americans and others
all around the world. Look honestly at your own patterns and assess the
health of your habits.

4. You are not your job. Self-objectification will lead to unhappiness.
Make sure you get space from your work, and have people in your life
who see you as a person, not as just a professional.

Once again, we simply cannot tell anyone what specific job will bring the
greatest happiness. It depends on you. What all happy jobs have in common
is that for you, the work is something better than just a means to a physical
end. That is why we titled this chapter “Work That Is Love Made Visible.”

This can be a tall order. There are days when your work doesn’t feel like
love made visible, invisible, or anything else. The trick isn’t arriving at some
far-off state of perfection, it is working toward getting better. To get happier,
you strive toward the goal of making your work meaningful.

For people of a spiritual or religious inclination, the trick can be to join
your physical labor to the metaphysical. This was the fundamental
philosophy of the Spanish Catholic saint Josemaría Escrivá. As he argued,
through our work we passionately love the world:

[God] waits for us every day, in the laboratory, in the operating
theatre, in the army barracks, in the university chair, in the
factory, in the workshop, in the fields, in the home and in all the
immense panorama of work. Understand this well: there is
something holy, something divine hidden in the most ordinary
situations, and it is up to each one of you to discover it.[37]

Perhaps you read these words and marvel that anyone could find
sacredness in the mundanity of a job like yours—or any part of ordinary life.
It can be done, and you can do it, whether you are traditionally religious or
not. But that requires an understanding of the next pillar for building the life
you want: finding your path to the transcendent.
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Find Your Amazing Grace

mazing Grace” is the most popular Christian hymn ever written, and
has been recorded more than seven thousand times.[1] You certainly

know the tune, and probably even the words of the first verse by heart.

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me
I once was lost, but now I’m found
Was blind but now I see.

What you may not know is the story behind this famous hymn, written
around 1772 by a British man by the name of John Newton. Newton was
forty-seven when he wrote it, after having led a life—as he later
characterized it—of dissipation and sin, bereft of religious conviction and
moral principles.[2] He made his living transporting enslaved people, after
having himself fled forced enlistment in the British Royal Navy.

One night when Newton was aboard a ship returning to London, a storm
broke out that swept many of his mates out to sea and nearly did the same to
him. Later, pondering the reason for his survival, he concluded it was the
hand of God, that there was a plan for his life, and his job was to discover it.
His habits and beliefs changed as he turned his focus to divine love. He
married, and he ultimately became a clergyman and an ardent abolitionist



against slavery. Today he is considered one of the people most responsible
for the legal end of that institution in Britain.

Newton’s faith was, he believed, what made him truly free for the first
time in his life. He certainly isn’t the first person to assert this. However, his
famous hymn makes two striking claims. First, he didn’t find his faith; he was
found. And his happiness didn’t come from blocking out the truths of life. On
the contrary, his happiness came only when he was able to finally see the
truth.

Here’s the bold claim made in that famous hymn: a search for transcendent
truth—in Newton’s case, in the Christian religion; more broadly, in
something beyond the here and now—illuminates life. It allows you to
actually see reality. And this leads to a new kind of joy unavailable from any
other source.

How absurd, some might respond. To see reality, we should focus on the
unseen and unproven? Reason requires faith? This is like saying that fire
requires water, or light requires darkness.

In fact, the science is crystal clear. Transcendental beliefs and
experiences aid dramatically in our efforts to get happier. Why? Left to our
devices, we always focus on the details of our individual lives. This is only
natural. Our attention is occupied by our job, our home, our money, our
social media accounts, our lunch, and on and on. Most of this is not
unimportant, but if we focus only on ourselves and our narrow interests, it
gets, well, tedious. We lose a perspective on life.

Following a metaphysical path allows us to get a more accurate
perspective on life by zooming out on our quotidian worries and everyday
cares. It makes us happier by taking the focus off ourselves and putting it
instead on the majesties of the universe. It also makes us kinder and more
generous toward others—less obsessed with getting and keeping things for
ourselves and more in tune with the needs of a world in which we are but
one part. Most important, the path of transcendence is an adventure, a
spiritual expedition that can add a kind of excitement to our lives beyond
anything else we have ever experienced.



But the world—and our emotions—holds us back. People are shamed by
the claim that the interior life is unscientific, that the lack of proof of things
unseen is evidence that transcendental beliefs are nothing more than a form of
superstition. They wither under a culture that denigrates faith and spirituality
at every turn. And they find their own doubts overwhelming—they just don’t
feel it often enough, and conclude that it is silly.

In truth, as you will see in this chapter, spiritual experiences have a deep
scientific basis to them, and transcendental experiences provide us with
important information about life we cannot get in any other way. Getting these
experiences, however, takes effort and commitment. The challenges we all
generally face in doing so—and the solutions—make up this chapter.

Writing about Faith Is Tricky

For the two of us, spirituality and faith are central to our lives. We have no
intention in this chapter of trying to convert you to any specific beliefs,
including our own, but we should begin by disclosing what we believe so
you can read this chapter with this information in mind.

Arthur: My faith is the most important part of my life. I was raised as a
Protestant, but converted to Catholicism as a teenager, after having a mystical
experience at the Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City. (My
parents weren’t thrilled, but figured that as adolescent rebellion goes, that
was probably better than drugs.) My practice has steadily grown over my
adulthood, especially as I have specialized in studying happiness. Today, I
attend Mass daily and pray the rosary—an ancient Catholic meditative prayer
—each evening with my wife, Ester.

Despite my deep Christian beliefs and practices, I am a serious student of
other traditions in both the West and the East, and am close with leaders of
many faiths. I have worked with Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, and Jewish



scholars who have brought me closer to God, taught me many truths,
improved my faith practices, and enriched my soul. I have also taken a great
deal into my beliefs from secular philosophies such as Stoicism.

Oprah: I have been guided by a divine hand my whole life. I call that hand
God. I practice and honor the Christian faith but remain open to the mystery
of all connections, to the oneness we all share coming from the source of all
existence. In the words of the theologian and philosopher Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin, I believe we’re spiritual beings having this human experience, and
we’re all somehow linked to each other in nature, in what I think of as Life.

On my Super Soul television show and podcasts, I’ve interviewed
hundreds of spiritual teachers and thought leaders from every religion and no
religion, and they all emphasize that the spiritual path is the ultimate journey.
What I’ve observed over thousands of conversations is that Life is always
speaking to us, trying to urge us toward the best version of ourselves. For me,
having a spiritual practice has provided an accelerated route to building the
life I want.

We both have tremendous love and appreciation for people of all faiths—
and no faith—who are sincerely trying to lift others up and make the world
better for all people. Again, our objective in this chapter is not to convince
you of the rightness of our specific beliefs and practices. Rather, it is to show
you how pursuing insight into the transcendent and metaphysical aspects of
your life can enrich your existence immeasurably, and help others as well.
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Why do religious and spiritual people practice? Ask them and they will
rarely say, “So I can be happier.” Rather, they will most likely tell you, like
John Newton, that it allows them to make sense of their lives in a confusing
world. They have found that insight is not available through their ordinary
routines, or through worldly distractions such as entertainment and
consumption. Many seek a source of experiences that are “bigger” than what
daily life can provide, such as a sense of awe, a feeling of oneness with
others or the divine, and a loss of the boundaries of space and time.

This is not all fun and games. People report intense discomfort when
adopting a transcendental practice because it shines a bright light on
themselves. Beginning meditators have often never been alone with their
thoughts. Converts to many religions must confront their sins. Studying the
philosophers and applying their insights to life involves fear and sacrifice.
To follow almost any spiritual practice is to say, “I am going to admit I don’t
know everything and do this hard thing that the world says is weird and
silly.”

The result tends to be life-changing, starting with our physiology. The
psychologist Lisa Miller, author of the book The Awakened Brain, has done
extensive work with her colleagues on the neurological mechanisms of
transcendent experiences. She has found, for example, that compared with
remembering a stressful experience, remembering a spiritual experience
reduces activity in the medial thalamus and caudate—the brain regions
associated with sensory and emotional processing—thus, perhaps, helping
people escape the virtual prison of overthinking and rumination.[3] By
studying behavior in patients with brain lesions, other scholars have linked
self-reported spirituality to activity in the periaqueductal gray, the brain-stem
region associated with (among other things) the moderation of fear and pain,
and feelings of love.[4]

Memories of especially strong spiritual encounters—such as, for example,
union with God—have been observed using electroencephalogram
technology. In one experiment on Carmelite Catholic nuns, neuroscientists in
2008 compared the sisters’ brain activity when they were instructed to recall
the most mystical experience of their lives versus when they were asked to



remember their most intense state of union with another person.[5] The
mystical condition (compared with the control condition) induced a
significant increase in theta waves in the brain, a pattern also associated with
dreaming.[6] In follow-up interviews, the nuns spoke of feeling God’s
presence during the original experiences, as well as unconditional and
infinite love.

Religious belief is strongly correlated with searching for—and finding—
purpose in life. Psychologists writing in 2017 measured 442 people’s stated
level of religious commitment, and found it strongly correlated with their
sense of meaning.[7] Perhaps not surprisingly, given the strong association
between having a sense of meaning and happiness, religion and spirituality
have been shown to protect against depression recurrence and anxious
reactions to mistakes.[8]

Researchers have shown the same pattern for physical ailments. Patients
undergoing treatment of serious illness reported better quality of life if
spiritual-care professionals (such as chaplains) were involved in their care
along with doctors and nurses, compared with those whose spiritual needs
were left out of their care plans.[9]

Religion and spirituality pursued in community with others can also lower
people’s sense of isolation. This might be obvious insofar as people tend to
practice religion in communities and there is a lot of evidence that it
strengthens social bonds.[10] But spirituality itself appears to potentially
lower loneliness as well. Scholars in 2019 asked 319 people to evaluate
statements such as “I have a personally meaningful relationship with God.”
They found a strong negative correlation between spiritual affirmations and
loneliness, leading to higher levels of mental health.[11]

Here’s the bottom line: spiritual, religious, and other metaphysical
experiences are not an imaginary phenomenon. They affect your brain, and
give you access to insights and knowledge you can’t get in other ways.

But doing so is filled with challenges. The three most common are our
difficulty focusing, finding our path, and holding the right motives. These are
the challenges we take on in this chapter.



Challenge 1
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One of the biggest problems with a life is that, well, we miss too much of it.
Not literally, of course, but think about it: How much of your time are you
really present? We are not completely conscious of the present moment most
of the time in ordinary life. Much of our attention is on the past and future—at
the expense of being mindfully in the here and now. If you don’t believe it,
just observe your thoughts at any moment, jumping around like a crazy
monkey. One minute you are ruminating on what somebody told you last
week; the next you are thinking about what you plan to do on the weekend. In
the meantime, you are missing your life right now.

Now, close your eyes in meditation or prayer. You become truly present in
this moment of your life—you are mindful. In other words, the transcendent
gives you more of your life to experience.

Yet we don’t do it very much. Humans have a remarkable ability to resist
living in the present moment. Indeed, the quintessential humanness of the
mind is the ability to rerun past events and pre-run future scenarios. This is a
great blessing, of course, as it allows us to learn maximally from our
experiences and effectively practice for the future. It is also a curse. The
Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thích Nhất Hạnh explained this in his book The
Miracle of Mindfulness: “While washing the dishes, one should only be
washing the dishes, which means that while washing the dishes one should be
completely aware of the fact that one is washing the dishes.”[12] If we are
thinking about the past or future, “we are not alive during the time we are
washing the dishes.”

You don’t have to be a follower of Buddhism to know that mindfulness is
all the rage. Across dozens of apps and websites, you can learn the latest
techniques. Besides putting you in the here and now, research finds that it
may be a remedy for many personal problems. It has been shown to lessen



depression, lower anxiety, improve memory, and decrease back pain.[13] It
can even raise test scores.[14]

If mindfulness is so great, then why aren’t all of us practicing it every
day? Why are we still spending so much time romanticizing or regretting the
past and anticipating the future? The answer is that mindfulness is not natural,
and it’s actually quite hard. Many psychologists believe that as a species,
humans are not evolved to enjoy the here and now. Rather, we are wired to
think about the past and especially the future, to consider new scenarios and
try out new ideas. The psychologist Martin Seligman goes so far as to call
our species Homo prospectus, meaning we naturally reside in the future.[15]

Avoiding mindfulness can also be an effective way to distract yourself
from pain. Researchers have shown that people’s minds are significantly
more likely to wander when they’re in a negative mood than when they’re in
a positive mood.[16] Some sources of unhappiness that lead to distraction and
mind-wandering are fear, anxiety, neuroticism, and, of course, boredom.[17]

Having a negative self-perception—feeling ashamed of yourself, for example
—is also likely to lead to distraction from the here and now. Scholars have
shown that people who suffered from a lot of shame tended to mind-wander
considerably more than those who did not.[18]

If you struggle with mindfulness, two underlying problems might be to
blame: you don’t know how to be at home in your head, or you do know and
have concluded that home is no fun. If the former is what’s stopping you, then
by all means, dig into the extensive and growing technology and literature on
mindfulness. You might try formal meditation or simply paying attention more
to your current surroundings.

If your problem is the latter, you need to face the source of fear and
discomfort head-on. Avoiding yourself won’t work in the long run; in fact, a
lot of research shows that mind-wandering to avoid emotions makes things
worse, not better.[19] You might choose to take on the source of your
unhappiness in the here and now with professional assistance, just as you
might seek help from a counselor about a marital problem. But even just
acknowledging your uncomfortable emotions—your fear, shame, guilt,
sadness, or anger—can be the beginning of the solution, insofar as it



encourages you to confront your resistance to experiencing these feelings. It
might be less unpleasant than you think.

Note that mindfulness is not the same thing as navel-gazing. To be here
now does not mean obsessing over yourself and your problems and
disregarding others. Scholars have shown that excessive self-concern can
increase defensiveness and negativity.[20] Mindfulness should work instead
toward a sense of yourself as part of the wider world, and an observation of
your emotions without judgment. As you work to focus on the present, remind
yourself of two things: you are just one of eight billion human beings; and
your emotions will come and go as a normal part of being alive. The tools of
metacognition discussed earlier in this book should be a big help to you as
you work to become more mindful.

There will still be times when you will be distracted—you’re only human,
after all. And at times, you might even want to do so purposively. For
example, you might choose to read a magazine while waiting at the dentist to
avoid thinking about your impending root canal. The key here is that you are
making an occasional choice, meaning that you are in fact managing your
emotions, rather than allowing them to manage you. In this case, distraction is
one tool in your emotional arsenal to be used sparingly—but mindfulness
should always be your default.

Challenge 2
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The most important part of starting (or supercharging) a transcendental
journey is, well, starting. People go their whole lives wishing they had faith,
but not doing the work. Enlightenment doesn’t just come, like a change in the
weather. It requires serious attention. And like anything else—going to



college, getting in better physical shape—the hardest part is just starting,
which is a choice.

Here are a few ideas to help.
First, keep it simple. Good professional fitness trainers who specialize in

clients who haven’t exercised in many years (or perhaps ever) never start
with a complicated battery of tests and a step-by-step protocol of exercises.
For the first few weeks, the client is encouraged to do something easy and
active for one hour a day. Usually, that means going for a walk. (More on that
in a moment.) Similarly, when people ask how to get started on a spiritual
path, the best answer is not beginning with a thirty-day silent retreat in the
Himalayas, sitting in the lotus position—the equivalent of trying to deadlift
your body weight on your first visit to the gym. Rather, it is something easy
and simple—like slipping into a religious service and sitting in the back,
observing without judgment or expectation.

Second, read more. A transcendental practice requires learning. Start
reading widely from the wisdom literatures, including your own tradition, if
you have one. In a similar spirit as our last piece of advice, don’t start with
the densest texts. Rather than trying to get through the Buddha’s discourses in
the original Pali or Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, try a more
popular title on Buddhism or Christianity at your library or bookstore.[21]

Third, let go. You are committed to managing your own life. You are
willing to do the work to get happier, which is great. But this tendency might
come at a cost. Specifically, you might tend to want to control things. A need
to control everything can be an impediment in your spiritual journey, which
often requires an intuitive attitude—to allow yourself, in a childlike way, to
have experiences you don’t understand, as opposed to strangling them with
facts and knowledge. There is irony in mentioning this in a book about the
science of happiness, of course. But scholars have shown that people who
have a more intuitive reasoning style—who answer questions based on
“feel”—reported stronger religious beliefs than those who were more
analytical.[22] This finding was independent of differences in education,
income, political views, and intelligence. In other words, don’t rule
something out just because you can’t explain it.



Maybe you have read this far and are throwing up your hands, saying, “I
don’t get it. I’m just not a spiritual person.” OK, fine. Then just do one thing:
go outside and connect with the outdoors. This is one of the most time-tested
ways to have a transcendental experience.

Unfortunately, it is increasingly rare. After all, the percentage of
Americans working outdoors fell from 90 percent at the beginning of the
nineteenth century to less than 20 percent at the close of the twentieth century.
[23] We show the same pattern in our pursuit of leisure: Americans went on
one billion fewer outings in nature in 2018 compared with 2008.[24] Today,
85 percent of adults say they spent more time outside when they were kids
than children do today.[25] The trend away from nature over the past few
centuries, and especially the past few decades, has straightforward
explanations. To begin with, the world’s population has urbanized, so nature
is less at hand. According to US census data, 6.1 percent of the American
population resided in urban areas in 1800; in 2000, 79 percent did.[26]

Second, no matter where you live, technology is displacing the outdoors in
your attention. A 2017 study noted that screen time is rising rapidly for all
age groups—adults averaged 10 hours and 39 minutes a day in 2016—even
as hunting, fishing, camping, and children’s outdoor play have declined
substantially.[27]

Perhaps you are an urbanite with an indoor job, tied to your devices all
day and night—and besides walking from your house to the car or train, you
haven’t spent serious time in nature in months or even years. If so, you are
probably suffering some noticeable malaise, such as stress, anxiety, or even
depression. In one study from 2015, researchers assigned people to walk in
either nature or an urban setting for fifty minutes.[28] The nature walkers had
lower anxiety, better mood, and better working memory. They were also
much less likely to agree with statements such as “I often reflect on episodes
of my life that I should no longer concern myself with.”

A focus on the metaphysical makes you a lot less concerned with the
opinions of others. It’s no surprise that exposure to nature does the same
thing. In 2008, researchers found that people who walked in a city for fifteen
minutes were 39 percent more likely to agree with the statement “Right now,



I am concerned about the way I present myself” than people who spent the
same amount of time walking in nature.[29]

If you still need convincing, maybe a few words from the American writer
Henry David Thoreau—who believed in the transcendental power of nature
—will help. “I was walking in a meadow, the source of a small brook, when
the sun at last, just before setting, after a cold, gray day, reached a clear
stratum in the horizon,” he wrote in 1862.[30] In this ordinary experience, he
found the sublime, as if he were walking to the Holy Land—“till one day the
sun shall shine more brightly than ever he has done, shall perchance shine
into our minds and hearts, and light up our whole lives with a great
awakening light, as warm and serene and golden as on a bankside in autumn.”

Thoreau believed that nature has powers beyond our understanding—that
contact with the earth transforms us. Modern science says he was probably
right.[31] Researchers have found that exposure to natural light (but not
artificial light) synchronizes your internal circadian clock to the rising and
setting of the sun.[32] (Ditch your devices and even artificial lights for a few
days and sleeping naturally might be easier than ever.) Similarly, some small
experiments have found that when people are in physical contact with the
earth in ways as simple as walking barefoot outdoors—known as “earthing”
or “grounding” the human body—their self-reported health and mood can
improve. If you want to feel better, take your shoes off and spend the day
outside; it might help.[33]

Here’s the bottom line: There are any number of ways to get started on a
transcendental journey. It doesn’t have to be complicated or esoteric; in fact,
it should start modestly and simply. Pray a little, read a little, let go, go for a
walk outside without devices. The important thing is to start.

Challenge 3
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The biggest mistake people make when seeking a spiritual path is pursuing it
for their personal ends. The earlier chapters on family and friendship pointed
out a paradox: we tend to get love most when we give it freely. Faith and
spirituality feature a similar paradox. Namely, you get the personal benefit
primarily when that benefit is not the goal.

A Tibetan Buddhist monk once made this point when he gently chided
many American practitioners of Buddhism.[34] “So many American Buddhists
practice in order to relieve their personal problems,” he said. “They do not
understand that the true point is to seek the truth and relieve others of their
suffering.” To be more specific, in Buddhism, the goal of the practitioner is
to be a bodhisattva—to achieve a Buddha nature and thus break out of the
endless cycle of suffering in birth and death, yet choose not to do so, so as to
remain in this cycle of life to help others achieve greater enlightenment as
well.

The Japanese Zen Buddhists teach their faith using koans, or riddles to
meditate on. One of the most famous is “What is the sound of one hand
clapping?” It seems like a nonsensical question until you realize the answer:
“An illusion.” One hand in a clapping movement can make you imagine a
clapping sound, but it does not make a real sound until a second hand is
added. This illustrates the Buddhist idea of emptiness—that each of us is
empty of meaning until we are in communion with others. To enjoy love, you
must love others and be loved by them. That is why a bodhisattva meditates
—not to relieve his own stress and anxiety, but to focus on the stress and
anxiety of others.

This is the mystical truth behind almost all faiths and traditions. Serve the
tenets of the divine, seek the ultimate truth, and thus work to make others
happier rather than yourself. Only then will you be more successful in your
own quest.

This paradox is summed up by C. S. Lewis in his famous book Mere
Christianity, in his description of a man named Dick who wants to be happy
and good. “As long as Dick does not turn to God, he thinks his niceness is his
own, and just as long as he thinks that, it is not his own. It is only when Dick
realizes that his niceness is not his own but a gift from God, and when he



offers it back to God—it is just then that it begins to be really his own. For
now Dick is beginning to take a share in his own creation. The only things we
can keep are the things we freely give to God. What we try to keep for
ourselves is just what we are sure to lose.”[35]

If you walk the transcendental path, you will get happier, but only if
getting happier is not your goal. Your goal must be seeking truth and the good
of others.
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We can’t tell you what your transcendental path should be, but we can tell
you that you will build a better life if you pursue one. The science clearly
shows that metaphysical experiences are not superstitious nonsense, but
rather provide a benefit to your happiness you cannot get elsewhere. Finding
and following your path presents challenges, of course, of which we have
laid out three of the biggest. Take on the following lessons using your
management skills, and you will experience the greatest gain.

1. Spiritual life can be hard because it goes against the stimuli around us
that constantly fragment our attention. We must work to be present and
mindful, and we can get better at doing so.

2. It is an error to wait around and hope that a spiritual practice finds us;
that probably won’t occur. We need to do the work to build a spiritual
practice, just like anything else of value. The most important step is the
first one.

3. The focus of a faith or spiritual practice must not be primarily an inner
one. The benefit to ourselves is immense, but the motive must be a
search for truth and the love of others.



Unlike the lessons in the preceding chapters, these are harder to put into
immediate practice, with immediate results. So let’s add a fourth lesson, to
usher in the first three over the coming months and years of your life: Commit
a set period of time each day to your spiritual or philosophical life. For
example, start your morning with just fifteen minutes of reading wisdom
literature and sitting in contemplation or prayer. If your house is too crazy for
that, find that slot during your lunch break or in the evening. At first, fifteen
minutes will feel like a lot, but it will get easier over time, and if you keep at
it, you will want to extend it. The key to success at the beginning, though, is
consistency. Just fifteen minutes, every day.

This brings us to the end of the second phase in the plan to build the life
you want. Pay attention and manage what matters—the four fundamental
pillars of family, friendship, work, and faith—by taking on the greatest
challenges to each one.

In these eight chapters, we have covered an enormous amount of
knowledge, spanning literally thousands of scientific studies. No doubt many
of the lessons and concepts surprised you. Many others you knew, but you
needed to be reminded. But probably all of them made basic sense. In
general, happiness lessons should always pass the “Grandma test.” (If
Grandma would say, “That’s nonsense,” you should be very suspicious.)

The challenge now is remembering the lessons. For most people, life’s
complications make it easy to forget new ideas and slip back into old
patterns. For this reason, this book finishes with a truly surefire way to
cement the principles of building your life and getting happier: become the
teacher.



A Note from Oprah

I have loved learning ever since I was a little girl. I have also loved
sharing what I’ve learned. In fact, as I write this it seems to me that
knowledge is never really complete until it’s shared.

For me, The Oprah Winfrey Show was always at heart a
classroom. I was curious about so many things, from the intricacies of
the digestive system to the meaning of life. There was so much I
wanted to know, so many questions to be asked and answered—and I
figured other people were likewise curious and questioning, so I
invited guests to come and be our teachers. Of course, it turned out
that many members of the audience also had wisdom to share. So
many people came to the show and shared so much.

The joy of shared knowledge also explains why I started a book
club. The novels and memoirs that mean the most to me are the ones
that open my eyes to deeper truths and new experiences, or bring
meaningful ideas into sharper focus—and it’s not in my nature to keep
these truths and experiences and ideas to myself! Even as I’m reading
a book I love, I’m imagining talking about it with other people, and
that only enhances my enjoyment.

The truth is, I have always felt called to be a teacher, and I say that
with no hubris in my heart. In my view, a teacher is not the one who
knows everything; it’s simply the one who shares what they’ve
learned.

I have taught classes and workshops at my girls’ school in South
Africa, but mostly my role there is mentor. (Well, mentor and student.
I could write a book about the tough lessons I learned in the process
of building a school. Not to mention the lessons the girls themselves



continually teach me. The sheer number of them—hundreds by now—
reinforces the lesson of detached attachment I mentioned earlier. It’s
just not possible to be invested in specific outcomes for so many
girls, each of whom has her own background, her own abilities, her
own dreams and desires. My job is to open the door for them; only
they can decide what they’ll do when they walk through.)

When I’m mentoring “my girls,” I like to emphasize that success in
life isn’t as much about having the right answers as it is about asking
the good questions: What does living well mean—for me, not
according to someone else’s model—and how do I do it? What is
genuinely worth striving for? What can I offer, and how can I serve?
What lessons can I glean from my experiences, especially the
toughest ones? How do I make the best use of my limited time on this
earth?

It’s no coincidence that these are the very same questions Arthur
Brooks has explored in this book. They get to the heart of what it
means to get happier. They acknowledge that it is an active process, a
matter not of being but of becoming. And they spotlight the most
important part of the process: your agency. They recognize that the
person in control of your happiness—your happierness—is and
forever will be you.

I see myself in so much of this book. And I suspect you have seen
yourself, too. Not just the person you’ve been, but the truly happier
person you can become. As I follow the principles that Arthur
presents, I am becoming happier. I’m actually having fun—a word
that previously didn’t exist in my vocabulary because I was so work-
focused. Now I’m traveling, adventuring, saying yes to new
experiences—because I want to and not because I feel obligated. And
I’ve verified many times over that happiness multiplies when we
share it. I hope this book lets your sharing begin.

When you learn, teach. When you get, give.
—M��� A������
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Conclusion

Now, Become the Teacher

ou picked up this book to build a happier life, and you’ve read a lot of
ideas on how to do it. To put the ideas into practice, you have to

remember them. Here’s how to do that: teach what you’ve learned to a
plastic platypus.

OK, you probably need some explanation here. There is a technique
known as “plastic platypus learning,” in which people are instructed to
explain something they have learned to any inanimate object, such as,
well . . . a plastic platypus. It could also be a rubber ducky or a bowling ball
—that isn’t the point. What the research on this technique shows is that if you
can explain something coherently, you will absorb the information and
remember it. The reason is pretty simple, and you already know it. You need
to be metacognitive with the information—to use your prefrontal cortex—so
you can understand and use it. And the best way to do that is to explain it
clearly.

Even better than a plastic platypus, though, is a real person, and there has
been a lot of research showing that teaching a subject is the most reliable
way to learn it deeply. This was first demonstrated by the famous language
teacher Jean-Pol Martin, who successfully taught foreign languages by
making his students instruct one another.[1] Later research illustrated this
concept in experiments in which one group of students studied materials by
themselves while a second group explained them to others.[2] (They both had



the same amount of time.) The second group (the student teachers) understood
and remembered the material better than the first.

Teaching others how to get happier is about more than just solidifying the
ideas in your own mind. With happiness in decline almost everywhere, and
especially in the United States, our world needs advocates and warriors to
help the millions suffering without relief. So many still believe that there is
not hope as long as there is pain in their lives. Find the people in your life in
this situation. Be their hope.

Now, you might be saying, “How can I help someone else build her life
when mine is still a work in progress?” That is precisely when and why you
are the most effective teacher. The best happiness teachers are the ones who
have had to work to gain the knowledge they offer, not the lucky ones who
fall out of bed every day in a great mood. Those lucky few are like the fitness
influencers on Instagram who have superior genetics, eat whatever they want,
and have no idea what the challenges are for the rest of us.

Don’t hide your own struggles. Use them to help others understand that
they are not alone, and getting happier is possible. Your pain gives you
credibility, and your progress makes you an inspiration. And sharing with
others increases that progress, making it the perfect win-win.
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Teaching happiness is also the best strategy for getting happier as time goes
on. One of the biggest sources of suffering for many people in middle age is
the perception that while they have many years of life ahead, they are
somehow declining in their abilities. This is especially true for people who
have invested a lot in their skills.

If you feel like you have lost your edge or are a little burned out in middle
age or beyond, this is normal. Researchers have long noted that many skills
—analysis and innovation, for example—tend to rise quickly very early in
life and then fall through one’s thirties and forties. This is called fluid



intelligence. It’s what makes you good at what you do as a young adult, and
you really notice it when it declines, which is usually earlier than you expect.
[3]

There’s another kind of intelligence that comes later, called crystallized
intelligence, which is an increasing knack for combining complex ideas,
understanding what they mean, recognizing patterns, and teaching others. This
rises throughout middle age and can stay high well into old age. If you are
over fifty and notice that you are better at seeing patterns and explaining
ideas to others than you used to be, it’s because your crystallized intelligence
is higher.

The research on fluid and crystallized intelligence suggests that people
should hold different roles throughout their lives that complement each type
of smarts—but always tending toward teaching and mentoring others as the
years pass, because that is your increasing natural strength. Maybe that is a
change in job or career, or a different emphasis in what you do in your
regular profession. The way we often see this play out for people who take
time away from the workforce to raise their kids is that when the nest is
empty, they return to work in a different kind of role than the one they left
years earlier.

This isn’t just professional advice, by the way. In life, we do best and are
happiest when we rely more on our wisdom as we age. One of the reasons
people love being grandparents so much—besides the fact that you can spoil
the kids all day and then they go home!—is because it relies on crystallized
intelligence. Grandparents lean on their experience and wisdom and tend not
to freak out over little things, which makes everything easier and more fun.

And this brings us back to teaching the lessons for getting happier. As you
age, becoming a happiness teacher will feel more and more natural to you.
The older you get, the more this information will become truly yours. Others
will seek you out to learn it.
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As you’ve read this book, you may have noticed a running theme: every
practice that helps you build the life you want is based on one thing.

Love.
To embark on a project to get happier, and to do the work to manage your

emotions, is to say that you love yourself enough to make this investment. All
of the pillars of happiness are about love, too: love for your family, love for
your friends, love made visible by bringing your best self to work, and love
for the divine through your transcendent journey. And to become the teacher
of what you have learned is an act of abundant love toward everyone in your
life.

Like happiness, love isn’t a feeling. As Martin Luther King Jr., put it in
1957, “Love is not this sentimental something that we talk about. It’s not
merely an emotional something. Love is creative, understanding goodwill for
all.”[4] Love is a commitment, an act of will and discipline. Love, like getting
happier, is something that you get better at with practice. It becomes more
automatic with repetition. It becomes a habit over time. And when it does,
everything else falls into place.

Start each day saying, “I don’t know what this day will bring, but I will
love others and allow myself to be loved.” Whenever you are wondering
what to do in a particular situation—whether it’s big, like deciding to take a
new job, or little, like letting someone into your lane in traffic—ask, “What
is the most loving thing to do right now?” Armed with the knowledge you
have gained in this book, you will never go wrong.

Of course, you aren’t made of stone, and even if you commit to emotional
self-management and to building your family, friendships, work, and faith,
you will still have days when love seems out of reach. You will react badly
to someone; you will let your feelings get the better of you; you will throw up
your hands in frustration. That’s only natural. The key to progress isn’t
perfection, it’s to begin again, and again, and again. Every day is a new day,
and another opportunity to pick up the hammer and go back to work. Just
remind yourself that the life you want is built on love, and start again.

The two of us are doing the same with our own lives. We are part of the
same project—to get happier by building our lives on a foundation of love.



This is the principle that brought us together in this partnership, and to write
this book.

So just remember, we are walking alongside you, wishing you our very
best in your journey. And we ask that you do the same for us. Strengthening
one another, we can help each other build the lives we want. And together,
we can maybe even help build the world we want as well.
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