Happiness





So as some of you may have noticed Julia titled this 4sight 'Something Lovely' on the 4N website.





No pressure there then.





As it happens I've been reading a book called 'The Happiness Hypothesis' by Jonathan Haidt, and as it's been food for thought and theoretically happiness is something lovely, I am shamelessly cribbing his ideas, specifically from chapter five of the book which looks at the conditions for optimal happiness.  There's nothing in this that I imagine you don't already know, but I thought it might be fun for us to remind ourselves what makes us happy.





Before I start this transparent theft though I wanted to ask anyone who would care to share an answer, this question.  Would you like to share a moment or time in your life when you feel you were particularly happy?





Ok, well I've got a couple also...





The first was a couple of years ago.  Every August bank holiday a group of friends I know go to my friends Ian's family farm for a camping weekend.  His father clears the animals out of one of the twenty or so fields that they own and gives it to us.  This august will have been the ninth time that I have been and I think something like the seventeenth time Ian has put it on.  Sometimes there are no more than twenty of us, sometimes we get up to sixty.  It's an open invite and friends bring friends along if they think they'll get on with everyone that goes.  In the years that I have been going it has slowly moved from a pretty debauched affair something resembling caravan club.  No there are more families and young kids as my friends have started breeding.  All of its incarnations have been equally fun.  





Anyway it was a simple moment.  I was just coming back from the portaloos that we hire and place a civilised distance from the main fire.  It was probably about nine at night, the sun was down, people were gathered by the fire and some of the older kids were still up.  Being a festival atmosphere some hippy had pulled a guitar out and was playing.  It was just a very chilled atmosphere and looking at it from a distance I suddenly felt a wave of happiness that actually seemed to hit me like a wall giving me goosebumps.  I remember actually thinking 'I haven't been this happy in a long time', and before the cynics make assumptions I think I had had nothing but a couple of cans of beer.  





The moment passed and I went back to the fire, but it was such an intense feeling that it has stuck vividly with me ever since.  





The second moment was a much less intense feeling, but perhaps more understandable.  Having had to retake some parts of my Graphic Design BTEC in the early nineties, I was walking down Reading canal at the point that I realised the new retake marks would calculate to a pass that would get me into the university I wanted to go to.  So it was very simply that rush of happiness that comes with achievement.  However, though I remember the moment, I don't remember the feeling itself.  





And this is really where I want to start to question what it is that makes us happy.  





Ok put you hands up if you have goals in life.  Now keep your hands up if those any of those goals were decided on the basis that their achievement will make you happy.  Now, keep those hands if you have achieved any of those goals.  





Ok – put your hands down.





If you are anything like the majority of people the pleasure that you got from that achievement was a great but fleeting feeling.  Apparently the usual reaction is to enjoy the feeling for a very short while and then think 'What's next?'  This is the 'progress principle'.  If anything the feeling that you get is more one of relief.  The real happiness is actually what you get during the process of heading towards that goal.  There's loads of ancient wisdom that tells us this – effectively it comes down to the statement of 'enjoy the journey'.





Now I'm not saying that we shouldn't set goals at all, but the goals that we set should be considered as stages on a greater path.  Too many of the business advice books I've read focus on the goal achievement.  





So if achieving your goals don't necessarily bring you lasting happiness, is there something else that does?  What about 'money'?  Ok – we've all had the 'money can't buy you happiness' concept drummed into us.  Is it true?  Not entirely.





The lack of money does increase stress.  If you don't have enough money to put food on the table, pay the bills, look after the people you love then of course that's not gonna have you dancing round the trailer park, but it's also worth considering that once you get to a certain level of financial security, if you are feeling that you are dissatisfied because you can't afford to do or buy certain things, perhaps change the things you want to do or buy.





There are two types of purchase – I'm going to call them outward purchases and inward purchases.  Outward purchases are those things that you buy that present to you and others a sense of acheivement. They are the status symbols.  I'm wearing one now – this suit.  I bought it because I wanted to look professional and serious about who I am and what I do.  The problem with such purchases is that they are are only gonna make you feel that happiness whilst you are for want of a better term 'ahead of the Joneses'.  





At the same time that I bought this suit I had three weeks in Canada oh a walking trip.  The two spends were about the same, however on the trip I had an experience that has stayed with me and makes me happy when I remember various elements of it and gave me lasting friends that continue to make me happy when I see them.  The suit on the other hand sits in a cupboard and comes out for 4N meetings.  Would I get less business without the suit?  I doubt it, hopefully people know that I am good at what I do because they have got to know me and my work.  Would I have less opportunities for happiness without the trip to Canada?  I don't know – certainly my friends would be different people and I would have different memories. 





So I would like to suggest that money can potentially buy happiness – if you are buying the right things.  Next time you are thinking about spending some money consider buying an experience rather than a thing.  It might work, it might not, but it's worth trying.





So if achievement and money are not the be all and end all of being happy, which I am sure is no surprise, are there things that are?





There are some things that generally make us happy.  The two most obvious because they access the pleasure centres in our brain are food and sex.  However, like achievement they are actually quick hits of dopamine that don't last.  And too much food and sex is actually counter productive to happiness, as is any over indulgence because they satiate a need which needs time to become a need again.  Obviously that's a crying shame, but that's how we are built.





To answer 'what will make me happy'  you need to accept a principle.  I do, you might not, but humour me.  We are all genetically coded with a happiness state.  It's probably more helpful to think of this as a happiness range.  





What I mean by this is that when our lives are in a status quo, we tend to default to a state of contentment that we recognise and are comfortable with and that we have had ever since we can remember.  I accept that this does not take into account long term depressions and those that suffer from it, but as the name suggests depression is a state that depresses your happiness range to its lowest point. 





However, for the purposes of this 4sight, discounting depression, we all have out happiness default.    If you win the lottery, buy a big house and all the things you want, once the excitement has worn down, you will return to your default happiness state.  If you are in an accident and left permanently in a wheelchair, once you have been through the grief process and accepted your state you will return to your happiness default.  In fact some studies show that if anything for a person recovering from a serious accident they are actually more happy because they have many small victories as they recover.





So how do you raise your happiness range to its highest possible point for you? So to conclude this I'd like to give you John's blindingly obvious guide to being being in your top happiness range.  Here are your tasks for this week – I won't be checking up on you because I'll be busy doing my own.





Forge strong relationships and maintain them – that's not a comment on facebook, that's actually face to face involvement, or voice to voice involvement.  Take some time out today if you can and call an old friend that you haven't spoken to for a while.  Afterwards you'll probably feel good for a good while.  And if you can, organise meeting them – it's an experience, it can be cheap and it's good for you.


Community;  Be part of one.  Get involved with doing something as a group that makes you meet new people, they are as important as maintaining old friendships.


Get in the zone.  There's evidence to prove that one of the happiest states you can be in is to be doing something that is challenging but that your level of skill can cope with.  It might be the gym, it might be playing an instrument.  Push yourself just a little bit further at something you are already good at.


Buy yourself something nice, but don't make it a thing, make it an experience.  If you haven't got the money, downsize the car – you don't need it to have air con and display screens in the headrests.


Have some nice meals but don't make yourself sick, and try and fit a couple of orgasms in. There's no harm in using dopamine for the occasional fix.


Finally, do something nice for someone else and enjoy the altruistic buzz.  You heard my 40 seconds, so by asking me to do something for you, you can jump on the idea and do the same for someone else – plus on a purely business level you can talk about it afterwards in the 4N forums. 





Ok – that's it.  If you take one thing out of this, call the old friend, then you can tell me all about it next time. Or have the orgasms – but you can keep that to yourselves.  Thanks.  

















